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Events surrounding the 2000 presidential election raised such issues as the reliability of different
types of voting equipment, the role of election officials, the disqualification of absentee ballots, and
the accuracy of vote counts and recounts. As a result, public officials and various interest groups
have proposed reform measures to address the perceived shortcomings of election systems.

You asked us to provide comprehensive information and analysis on the administration of elections
and the election process as of November 2000. Specifically, this report describes in detail the
operations and challenges associated with each stage of the U.S. election process:

voter registration;

absentee and early voting;

election day administration; and

vote counts, certification, and recounts.

The report also provides analysis that you and Senator Barbara Boxer requested on issues associated
with voting technologies in the November 2000 election and the potential use of the Internet for
voting.

Copies of this report are being sent to the President, the congressional leadership, and the Chairman
and Ranking Minority Member of the House Committee on House Administration. Copies will also be
sent to local election jurisdictions that participated in our research and will be made available to
other interested parties upon request.

If you or your offices have any questions about matters discussed in this report, please contact me on

(202) 512-5500; Norman J. Rabkin, Managing Director, Tax Administration and Justice, on (202) 512-
9110; or Richard M. Stana, Director, on (202) 512-8777. They also can be reached by e-mail at
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Executive Summary

Purpose

Voting is fundamental to our democracy. Each year the millions of people
who go to the polls expect that their ballots will be cast in private and
accurately counted. However, events surrounding the November 2000
presidential election raised broad-based concerns about a number of
issues, including, but not limited to, the performance of different types of
voting equipment, the disqualification of absentee ballots, and the accuracy
of vote tallies and recounts. As a result, public officials and various interest
groups have proposed reform measures to address the perceived
shortcomings of election systems.

GAO was asked by several congressional committees and Members of
Congress to review aspects of elections throughout the United States. In
response to these requests, GAO is issuing a series of reports that address a
range of issues that were spotlighted in the November 2000 election. To
date, GAO has issued reports on the scope of congressional authority in
election administration' and voting assistance to military and overseas
citizens.” Other forthcoming reports will examine voting accessibility for
people with disabilities,” the status and use of federal voting system
standards,* and factors that affected the uncounted votes in the November
2000 presidential election.” GAO is also issuing a capping report that draws
upon its extensive body of work to identify the main issues and challenges
confronting our nation’s election system and to delineate an analytical
framework that Congress could use as it weighs the merits of various
reform proposals.®

! Elections: The Scope of Congressional Authority in Election Administration (GAO-01-
470, Mar. 13, 2001).

2 Elections: Voting Assistance to Military and Overseas Citizens Should Be Improved
(GAO-01-1026, Sept. 28, 2001).

Voter With Disabilities: Access to Polling Places and Alternative Voting Methods
(forthcoming)

‘Elections: Status and Use of Federal Voting Equipment Standards (GAO-02-52, Oct. 15,
2001).

®Elections: Statistical Analysis of Factors That Affected Uncounted Votes in the 2000
Presidential Election (GAO-02-122) Oct. 15, 2001).

SElections: Summary of GAO’s Work and Criteria _for Evaluating Reform Proposals (GAO-
02-90, Oct. 15, 2001).
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Executive Summary

This report focuses on how elections are conducted in the United States
and the people, processes and technology that are generally associated
with the preparation for and administration of elections. Specifically, as
agreed, the objectives of this report were to

1. analyze activities and challenges associated with each major stage of
election administration--voter registration, absentee and early voting,
preparing for and conducting election day activities, and vote
tabulation--and selected statutory requirements for the 50 states and
the District of Columbia;

2. 1identify the types of voting methods used, their distribution in the
United States, and any associated challenges; assess such
characteristics of voting equipment as accuracy, ease of use, efficiency,
security, and cost; identify new voting equipment; and estimate the cost
of replacing existing voting equipment in the United States with either
optical scan or direct recording electronic (DRE) voting equipment;
and

3. identify issues and challenges associated with the use of the Internet
for voting.

To do this work, GAO used a mail survey and a telephone survey of local
election officials, both of which were generalizeable nationwide.” GAO
surveyed all state election offices and the election office for the District of
Columbia and personally interviewed a sample of local election officials in
20 states.® In addition, GAO analyzed selected state statutes concerning
election requirements. GAO also reviewed documents provided by state
and local election officials and voting equipment manufacturers and testers
and interviewed officials at the Federal Election Commission (FEC) and
representatives of manufacturers and testers of voting equipment.
Appendix I contains additional detail on this report’s objectives, scope, and

" Confidence intervals were calculated at the 95 percent confidence level. Unless otherwise
noted, all estimates from GAO’s mail survey have a confidence interval of plus or minus 4
percentage points or less; all estimates from GAQ'’s telephone survey have a confidence
interval of plus or minus 11 percentage points or less.

8 GAO interviewed officials in 27 judgmentally selected jurisdictions in 20 states located

across the country, using such characteristics as voting methods used, demographic or
geographic characteristics, and aspects of election administration for criteria.
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Executive Summary

methodology. Appendix II contains a copy of GAO’s mail questionnaire,
and appendix III contains a copy of GAO’s telephone questionnaire.

Background

The constitutional framework for elections contemplates both state and
federal roles. States are responsible for the administration of both their
own elections and federal elections. States regulate various aspects of
elections, including, for example, ballot access, registration procedures,
absentee voting requirements, establishment of voting places, provision of
election day workers, performance requirements for voting equipment, and
counting and certification of the vote. In turn, election administration
within each state is largely a local responsibility and is principally funded
by more than 10,000 counties, cities, townships, and villages.
Notwithstanding the state role in elections, Congress has constitutional
authority to affect the administration of federal elections in certain ways.
For state and local elections, Congress has the authority under a number of
constitutional amendments to enforce prohibitions against specific
discriminatory practices in all elections, including federal, state, and local
elections.

Under its various constitutional authorities in certain areas, Congress has
passed legislation relating to the administration of federal elections,
including the timing of federal elections, voter registration, accessibility
provisions for the elderly and disabled, and absentee voting. Congress has,
however, been most active with respect to enacting prohibitions against
discriminatory voting practices, which apply in the context of both federal
and state elections. The Voting Rights Act of 1965, for example, codifies
and effectuates the constitutional guarantee that no person shall be denied
the right to vote on account of race or color. In addition, subsequent
amendments to the Act expanded it to include protections for members of
language minority groups, as well as other matters regarding voting
registration and procedures.

Results in Brief

Within the broad framework established by the Constitution and federal
statutes, each state sets the requirements for conducting local, state, and
federal elections within the state. Because each of the 50 states and the
District of Columbia has a different election system, the U.S. election
system consists of 51 somewhat distinct approaches. Within these distinct
systems, the requirements and processes for administering elections vary
considerably.
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Executive Summary

State election codes and regulations may be very specific or very general.
Moreover, some states have mandated statewide election administration
guidelines and procedures that foster uniformity in the way local
jurisdictions conduct elections. Other states have guidelines that generally
permit local election jurisdictions considerable autonomy and discretion in
the way they run elections. Although election policy and procedures are
legislated primarily at the state level, states have typically decentralized
elections so that the details of administering elections are carried out by
villages, townships, cities, or counties, and voting is done at the local level.
The size of these more than 10,000 local election jurisdictions varies
enormously, from a rural county with about 200 voters to a large urban
county such as Los Angeles County, where the total number of registered
voters exceeds the registered voter totals in 41 states.

The variation among states and among election jurisdictions within states
that results from the highly decentralized structure of election
administration in the United States is evident in each major stage of an
election--voter registration, absentee and early voting, preparing for and
conducting election day activities, and vote counting and certification.
Because each of the major stages of an election depends on the effective
interaction of people (election officials and voters), processes (internal
controls), and technology, each stage poses a major challenge for election
officials.

Voter Registration: Challenges include handling incomplete applications,
identifying ineligible individuals and those who have applied to register
more than once, and minimizing the number of individuals who show up at
a polling place to vote but who have never been registered to vote. These
individuals may have tried to apply to register, but may have never been
registered, despite being eligible to vote, through no fault of their own. In
this regard, about 46 percent of jurisdictions nationwide had problems
associated with the National Voter Registration Act of 1993 (NVRA,
commonly referred to as the “Motor Voter” Act), including incomplete,
illegible, and late applications forwarded to election offices by the motor
vehicle authority; and voters who claimed to have registered through the
motor vehicle authority but whose applications never arrived in the
election office. Election officials also face challenges with obtaining
accurate and timely information from numerous sources to update voter
registration lists. Information requested from federal, state, and local
sources did not always match their records, was received late, or was never
received at all.
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Executive Summary

Absentee and Early Voting: A major challenge is addressing voter error
issues, such as unsigned or otherwise incomplete application and ballot
materials. About 47 percent of jurisdictions nationwide experienced
problems with voters failing to properly complete applications, such as not
providing a signature. Further, about 39 and 44 percent, respectively, had
problems with voters failing to provide their mailing or voting residence
addresses, which are needed to determine eligibility or the appropriate
ballot to be mailed. Resolving these problems creates additional work for
election officials and can delay the mailing of absentee ballots to voters.
Another challenge is presented when voters return ballots late or with
incomplete or missing information. Despite these problems, GAO
estimates that about 2 percent of mail absentee ballots were disqualified
for counting in November 2000, about two-thirds because ballots arrived
late or the accompanying envelops or forms were not completed properly,
such as having missing or incorrect voters' signatures.

Election Day: About 57 percent of voting jurisdictions nationwide
reported experiencing major problems in conducting the November
election. The single biggest challenge was obtaining a sufficient number of
poll workers—GAO estimates about 51 percent of jurisdictions nationwide
found it somewhat or very difficult to get a sufficient number of poll
workers. The second biggest challenge was dealing with unregistered
voters who appeared to vote on election day but were not on the voter
registration lists. About 30 percent of jurisdictions nationwide reported
that this was a major problem. High numbers of voters with eligibility
issues create frustration for voters, long lines, and problems
communicating between the polls and election headquarters as poll
workers work to resolve the problems.

Vote Counting: About 98 percent of all precincts nationwide count votes
using some type of voting-counting equipment, with the remaining 3
percent using manual tabulations. Challenges include anticipating the
technical difficulties and human error that can affect vote- counting
equipment. Problems in vote counting are most evident when elections are
close and voters have marked their ballots in ways that prevent the vote-
counting equipment from reading and counting the vote. This is when
having specific, uniform guidance on what constitutes a proper ballot is
particularly important. About 32 percent of jurisdictions nationwide had no
written instructions, either from the state or local jurisdiction, to interpret
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Executive Summary

voter intent, such as marks on paper ballots or partially punched chads on
punch cards.

Voting Technology: In November 2000, precincts used five different
voting methods—hand-counted paper ballots (2 percent), lever machines
(18 percent), punch card (33 percent), optical scan (30 percent), DRE
equipment (11 percent), or a mixture of methods (6 percent). Some
accounts of the November 2000 election attributed voter errors solely to
the voting equipment used. GAO’s work showed that any voting method
can produce complete and accurate counts as long as the technology used
is properly maintained and effectively integrated with the associated
people (voters and election workers) and processes. Although
Jjurisdictions may still wish to obtain benefits from modernizing voting
equipment, many are not in a position to make the most suitable choice
among technology options. The challenge is having reliable measures and
objective data to know whether the technology being used is meeting user
needs, and if not, why it is deficient. Overall, about 96 percent of
jurisdictions nationwide reported being satisfied with the performance of
their voting equipment, but this satisfaction was typically based not on
hard data measuring performance, but on subjective impressions of
election officials.

Internet Voting: The broad application of Internet voting in general faces
several formidable social and technological challenges. These include
providing adequate ballot secrecy and privacy safeguards; providing
adequate security measures to ensure safeguards against intentional
intrusions and inadvertent errors; providing equal access to all voters,
including persons with disabilities, and making the technology easy to use;
and ensuring that the technology is a cost-beneficial alternative to existing
voting methods.

Finally, much attention has been focused on the actual and perceived
shortcomings of voting equipment in the November 2000 election and the
potential cost of replacing existing voting equipment. As requested, GAO
estimated the cost of purchasing new optical scan or DRE touchscreen
voting equipment nationwide, excluding certain software and other
associated costs that would vary by jurisdiction. Using August 2001 unit
cost data, GAO estimated that the costs would range from about $191
million for optical scan equipment that uses a central-count unit in each
jurisdiction to about $3 billion for DRE touchscreen units in precincts
nationwide. The DRE estimate includes one unit in each precinct that
would permit persons who are blind, deaf, or paraplegic to cast a secret
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Executive Summary

ballot without assistance. These estimates are based on national data and
thus do not consider the needs of individual jurisdictions.

Voter Registration

The November 2000 election resulted in widespread concerns about voter
registration in the United States. Headlines and reports questioned the
mechanics and effectiveness of voter registration by highlighting accounts
of individuals who thought they were registered being turned away from
polling places on election day, the fraudulent use of the names of dead
people to cast additional votes, and jurisdictions incorrectly removing the
names of eligible voters from voter registration lists.

Registering to vote is not a federal requirement. However, in November
2000, registration was a prerequisite to voting in nearly all jurisdictions in
the United States. All states except North Dakota required citizens to
register before voting; however, additional requirements to vote, such as
time in residence, varied across the 50 states and the District of Columbia.
At a minimum, every state and the District of Columbia required that a
voter be a U.S. citizen, at least 18 years of age, and a resident. Many states
and the District of Columbia required that a voter be a resident for a
minimum period of time, usually about 30 days. In addition, most states
limited voter eligibility on the basis of criminal status and mental
competency, although the specifics of these limitations varied.

Because of variations in voter eligibility requirements across the 50 states
and the District of Columbia, different citizens with the same qualifications
would be eligible to vote in some states but not in others. For example, (1)
those who had completed their sentences after felony convictions could
vote in some states but not in others, and (2) those who had been judged
mentally incompetent could vote in some but not all states.

For the November 2000 election, FEC reported that nearly 168 million
people, or about 82 percent of the voting age population,” were registered

9This number includes active and inactive voters. FEC defines inactive voters as those who
remain on the registration list but who have moved, according to information provided by
the Postal Service; and/or have been mailed a registration confirmation notice, but have
neither responded nor offered to vote in the subsequent federal election. All other persons
on the registration list are considered to be active voters. In The Impact of The National
Voter Registration Act of 1993 on the Administration of Elections for Federal Office, 1999-
2000, FEC reported that for the November 2000 election, there were 149,476,705 active
registered voters, or about 73 percent of the voting age population.

Page 10 GAO-02-3 Elections



Executive Summary

to vote. Citizens could apply to register to vote at such places as elections
offices, motor vehicle authorities, and public assistance agencies or
through voter registration drives. Election officials processed registration
applications and used various technologies to compile and maintain lists of
registered voters to be used throughout the administration of an election.

Primarily, a citizen’s access to voting was based on the appearance of his or
her name on such a list. The maintenance of accurate, complete, and
current registration lists depended not only on the actions of election
officials but also on the timely receipt of accurate information from
numerous sources. Election officials nationwide expressed varying degrees
of confidence in the accuracy of their voter registration lists.

r . A5

National Survey Results

We estimate that 64 percent of jurisdictions nationwide used information
from motor vehicle authorities to maintain voter registration lists, and 93
percent of jurisdictions nationwide used information from registrants.

GAO Telephone Survey of Jurisdictions

However, information about the accuracy and currency of voter
registration lists was difficult to obtain, and even more difficult to find was
information on the extent of the effect of errors on voter registration lists.

ol A

National Survey Results

We estimate that about 46 percent of jurisdictions nationwide had problems
with NVRA during the November 2000 election.

GAO Telephone Survey of Jurisdictions
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Local election officials around the country expressed concerns about
processing voter registration applications submitted at motor vehicle
authorities, as permitted by NVRA. About 46 percent of the jurisdictions
GAO surveyed expressed concerns in this area, including concerns about
incomplete, illegible, and late applications forwarded by the motor vehicle
authority and voters who claimed to have registered to vote through the
motor vehicle authority but whose applications never arrived in the
elections office.

Challenges

Absentee and Early
Voting

The following are some key challenges that election officials identified for
voter registration:

® processing incomplete applications, identifying ineligible individuals
and those who have registered more than once, and processing
applications from motor vehicle authorities that may include incomplete
or inaccurate information and require clarification before the applicant
can be registered,

® obtaining accurate and timely information from numerous sources to
update voter registration lists, such as information on changes of
address within the jurisdiction that affect voting precinct assignments,
moves out of the jurisdiction, deaths, or felony convictions; and

e leveraging technology to help process applications and compile
accurate and current registration lists so that available data can be more
readily accessed and used to identify duplicate registrations and
ineligible voters.

All 50 states and the District of Columbia allowed some form of absentee or
early voting to increase voter access, convenience, and participation.
However, due to the differences in absentee and early voting requirements,
administration, and procedures, citizens had different opportunities for
obtaining and successfully casting absentee ballots in November 2000.
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Using Census data, GAO estimates that for the November 2000 general
election about 14 percent of voters nationwide cast their ballots before
election day.'” Of these voters, about three-fourths used mail-in ballots, and
one-fourth voted in person (see fig. 1). This represents an increase from
the 1996 presidential election in which a total of about 11 percent of voters
cast ballots before election day.'!

Figure 1: Voting Before Election Day for November 2000 General Election

Voted before
election day

Voted in person

L
14%

Voted by mail

Source: GAO analysis of U.S. Census Bureau Current Population Survey, November 2000 Voting
Supplement.

YBased on GAO analysis of U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, November 2000
Voting Supplement.

UBased on GAO analysis of U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, November 1996
Voting Supplement.
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The likelihood that voters’ errors in completing and returning mail
absentee ballots will result in their ballots being disqualified varies, even, in
some instances, among jurisdictions within the same state. However, states
do not routinely collect and report absentee and early voting data. Thus, no
national data currently are maintained regarding the extent of voting prior
to election day, in general, and the number of mail absentee voters' ballots
that are disqualified, and, therefore, not counted, in particular. GAO’s
telephone survey indicated that about 2 percent of mail absentee ballots
were disqualified in November 2000.2

Vo S

National Survey Results

We estimate that about 2 percent of the total mail-in absentee ballots
received for the November 2000 election were disqualified; about two-thirds
were disqualified because ballots arrived too late or the envelopes or
forms accompanying the ballots not being properly completed, such as
having missing or incorrect voters' signatures.

GAO Telephone Survey of Jurisdictions

In addition, election officials face a variety of challenges in administering
absentee and early voting, including establishing procedures to address
potential fraud; addressing voter error issues, such as incomplete or late

12 In this report, GAO uses the term “disqualified ballots” to refer to absentee ballots that, in
the judgment of local election officials, did not meet state requirements and that were
rejected prior to the vote counting process. For instance, the ballot may have been received
after the deadline or may have lacked certain required information on the ballot/return
envelope, such as the voter's signature. Disqualification does not refer to ballots that were
rejected during ballot counting due to problems in reading the ballot and/or determining a
voter's actual preferences.
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applications and ballots; and managing general workload, resource, and
other administrative constraints.

Y

National Survey Results

We estimate that 47 percent of jurisdictions nationwide experienced
problems with voters not properly completing applications, such as not
providing a signature. Additionally, 39 and 44 percent, respectively, had
problems with voters failing to provide adequate mailing or voting
residence addresses.

GAO Telephone Survey of Jurisdictions

Challenges

The following are some key challenges that election officials identified for
absentee and early voting:

¢ establishing procedures designed to prevent fraud in absentee balloting
by mail, such as voter signature requirements, while minimizing the
requirements that are placed on such voters;

¢ addressing voter error issues, such as unsigned and otherwise
incomplete absentee mail ballot applications and returned ballot
materials, in processing applications and qualifying returned ballots for
counting;

e processing large numbers of mail absentee applications and ballots in a
timely manner; and

e obtaining adequate staffing, ballots, and locations for conducting early
voting.

Preparing for and
Conducting an Election

Although there was variation in how jurisdictions prepared for and
conducted the November 2000 election, behind the scenes, election
administration officials across the United States performed similar duties.
Before election day, they designed ballots, marshaled and trained
thousands of workers to staff the polls on election day, located and
prepared polling places, organized and delivered voting equipment and
supplies, and educated citizens. On the day of the election, election
officials shared control of the election with an army of poll workers who
staffed and oversaw the polls where votes were cast and ballots collected.
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Most election officials said they reviewed how well their elections were
conducted on election day. They said that they debriefed people involved
in the election and kept track of major complaints from the voters and poll
workers.

Y

National Survey Results

We estimate that 51 percent of jurisdictions nationwide found it somewhat
or very difficult to find a sufficient number of poll workers.

GAO Mail Survey of Jurisdictions

The results of GAO’s mail survey of jurisdictions indicated that 57 percent
of voting jurisdictions nationwide encountered major problems in
conducting the November 2000 election. Although all jurisdictions did not
experience the same problems, about half of all jurisdictions cited
problems with recruiting enough qualified poll workers. However, few
election jurisdictions systematically collected information on how well
their jurisdictions administered the election. As a result, what they
consider to be major problems may be based on anecdotal information and
limited analysis.

Y

National Survey Results

We estimate that 30 percent of jurisdictions nationwide considered
dealing with unregistered voters at the polls to be a major problem, and
20 percent considered other voter eligibility issues to be major
problems at the polls.

GAO Mail Survey of Jurisdictions

From the perspective of election officials whom GAO contacted, a major
problem on election day is resolving questions about voter eligibility. Many
of these eligibility issues stem from the reliability of voter registration lists.
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High numbers of voters with eligibility issues create frustration for voters,
long lines, and problems communicating between the polls and election
headquarters as poll workers work to resolve the problems.

Challenges

The following are some key challenges that election officials identified for
preparing for and conducting an election:

¢ obtaining enough qualified poll workers,
¢ finding a sufficient number of suitable polling places, and
¢ resolving voter eligibility questions at the polls.

Vote Counting and

Certification

Counting votes is not a simple task. Jurisdictions must count absentee and
other ballots cast before election day, those cast by registered voters on
election day, and provisional ballots cast by voters whose eligibility to vote
could not be confirmed at the voting precinct. Votes may be counted at the
voting precinct, at a central location, by hand, or by some type of vote-
counting equipment. About 98 percent of the approximately 186,000 voting
precincts nationwide were in jurisdictions that used some type of vote-
counting equipment to count votes.

To determine the final vote count, elections jurisdictions must count mail
absentee and in-person votes cast before election day, votes cast by
registered voters on election day, and votes cast at the voting precinct on
election day by persons whose voter registration could not be confirmed at
the voting precinct. Mail absentee and provisional ballots must be qualified
as meeting the eligibility requirements before they are counted.

As shown in November 2000, problems in vote counting are highlighted
when the election results are close and particularly when recounts are
conducted. Votes may not be counted for several reasons. Voters may have
overvoted—for example, by marking a ballot for two presidential
candidates. Votes also may not be counted when ballots are marked in such
a way that the vote could not be read by the vote-counting equipment-for
example, an optical scan ballot in which the voter has circled a candidate's
name rather than filled in the oval, box, or arrow next to the candidate's
name. As the experience in Florida in November 2000 demonstrated, the
greatest vote-counting challenges occur when the margin of victory is close
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and voters have marked their ballots in ways that prevent the vote-counting
equipment from reading and counting the vote.

VA A5

National Survey Results

We estimate that 32 percent of jurisdictions nationwide had no written
instructions, either from the state or local jurisdiction, to interpret voter intent,
such as marks on paper ballots or partially punched chads on punch card
ballots.

GAO Mail Survey of Jurisdictions

What constitutes a proper mark on a ballot can differ depending on the type
of voting method used. State guidance on what is a proper mark on any
specific type of ballot, such as optical scan, varies, and guidance on how to
interpret variations from proper ballot marks also varies. For example,
state guidance to local election officials varied from general to specific
regarding how to determine voter intent when a ballot could not be read by
the vote-counting equipment. In some cases, poll workers or other election
officials make that determination at the voting precinct.

Forty-seven of the 50 states and the District of Columbia have laws with
provisions for a recount, and they vary among the states. According to
responses to GAO’s mail survey, election officials in 42 jurisdictions in 16
states identified a total of 55 recounts (some jurisdictions identified more
than 1 recount) for state or federal office from 1996 through 2000."* All but
one recount involved recounting every precinct in the jurisdiction.
According to the jurisdictions, twenty-seven of these 55 recounts were
required by state law, and 16 were conducted at a candidate's request. The
remainder were for a variety of reasons, such as court order. Regardless of
the reasons for the recount, whether it occurred before or after the
certification of the vote count, who conducted the recount, or the methods
used for the recount, the jurisdictions reported that none of the recounts
altered the original outcome of the election.

3 GAO included only responses from the mail survey that were verified by phone with the
jurisdictions.
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Challenges

The following are some key challenges that election officials identified for
vote counting:

¢ counting absentee, provisional, and early voting ballots to include
eligible voters and maintain the integrity of the vote counting process;

¢ interpreting variations when ballots are not properly marked, a task that
is particularly important when votes are close; and

¢ completing the results of a recount in a close or contested election in a
fair, accurate, and timely manner.

Voting Technology

Four of the five methods by which votes are cast and counted in the United
States involve technology--lever machine, punch card, optical scan, and
DRE. The fifth—paper ballot—does not. The four methods that involve
technology were used in 98 percent of all precincts nationwide. GAO
examined the technologies used in these voting methods according to a
range of characteristics, including accuracy, ease of use, efficiency,
security, testing, maintenance, and cost. With respect to accuracy, ease of
use, efficiency, and security, GAO’s analysis of vendor-provided data
showed little difference among DRE, optical scan, and punch card
equipment. DRE rated slightly better than optical scan, which in turn rated
slightly better than punch card. GAQO’s analysis of jurisdiction-reported data
on the various types of technologies revealed more distinguishing
differences, although still not strikingly different, with DRE rating better
than the other voting methods. Figure 2 compares vendor- and jurisdiction-
reported data on the various types of technologies.
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|
Figure 2: Relative Comparison of Characteristics of Voting Technologies

GAO analysis of GAO analysis of
vendor-reported data jurisdiction-reported data
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(O =Technology type performs slightly better relative to other technology types.

© = Technologies have relatively equal performance, or data were insufficient to judge.
@ = Technologies have relatively worse performance.

40ther includes punch card, lever machines, and paper ballots.

Source: GAO analysis.

The differences among voting equipment reported by local election
jurisdictions can be attributed, in part, to the differences in the equipment
itself. However, they also can be attributed to the people who use the
equipment and the rules or processes that govern its use. In each case,
different opportunities exist for voter misunderstanding, confusion, and
error, which in turn can affect the equipment’s performance in terms of
accuracy, ease of use, and efficiency.

Despite these differences, the vast majority of jurisdictions across the
country were satisfied with their respective methods of voting in the
November 2000 election. From its national mail survey, GAO estimates that
96 percent of jurisdictions nationwide were satisfied with the performance
of their voting equipment. More specifically, about 99 percent of DRE
jurisdictions, 95 percent of optical scan jurisdictions, and 97 percent of the
remaining jurisdictions (those that used lever, punch card or hand-counted
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paper ballots) were satisfied or very satisfied with their voting method
(hand-counted paper ballots does not use voting equipment).

Y

National Survey Results

We estimate that 96 percent of jurisdictions nationwide were satisfied with
the performance of their voting equipment during the November 2000
election.

GAO Mail Survey of Jurisdictions

However, because many jurisdictions indicated they did not collect data on
the accuracy of their voting equipment, this sense of satisfaction may be
largely based on officials’ perceptions of how their respective equipment
performed. Further, most of the 27 local election jurisdictions GAO visited
did not collect actual performance data for the voting equipment used in
the November 2000 election.

National Survey Results

We estimate that about 48 percent of jurisdictions nationwide collected data
on the accuracy of their voting equipment for the November 2000 election.

GAO Mail Survey of Jurisdictions

Voting equipment’s performance is not the only equipment characteristic
germane to effective election administration. All voting equipment is
influenced by testing, maintenance, and cost issues, each of which also
involves people and processes. Properly testing and maintaining voting
equipment are required if its optimum performance is to be achieved. Also,
the overriding practical consideration of the equipment’s life-cycle cost
versus its benefits, which affects and is affected by all the characteristics,
must be considered.

Page 21 GAO-02-3 Elections



Newer voting equipment and methods beyond the voting equipment used in
the November 2000 elections are being developed and marketed. GAO’s
survey of voting equipment manufacturers indicates that most of the new
equipment are DREs with touchscreens, with few features that are
radically new. A new voting method that uses the telephone has also been
proposed.

The capital cost for replacing existing voting equipment with optical scan
or DREs depends on the type of equipment purchased and the number of
jurisdictions for which it is purchased. Using equipment cost information
available in August 2001, GAO estimated that the cost of purchasing new
voting equipment nationwide could range from about $191 million to about
$3 billion, depending upon the type of equipment purchased. For example,
purchasing optical scan equipment that counted ballots at a central
location would cost about $191 million. Purchasing an optical scan counter
for each precinct that could notify voters of errors on their ballots would
cost about $1.3 billion. Purchasing touchscreen DRE units for each
precinct, including at least one unit per precinct that could accommodate
blind, deaf, and paraplegic voters, would cost about $3 billion. The precinct
optical scan and DRE estimates include high-speed central-count optical
scan counters for processing mail absentee ballots. None of these cost
estimates include certain software costs that will vary by the size of the
jurisdiction.

GAO’s vendor survey showed that although some vendors include certain
software costs in the unit cost of the voting equipment, most price other
software separately. Using software cost information available in August
2001, GAO estimates that these other software costs for DRE, optical scan,
and punch card equipment can run as high as $300,000 per jurisdiction. The
higher costs are generally for the more sophisticated software associated
with election management systems. Because the software generally
supports numerous equipment units, the total software cost per unit varies
depending on the number of units purchased or the size of the jurisdiction.

The cost estimate for each approach used a set of assumptions that may
overestimate the needs and costs for some jurisdictions and underestimate
the needs and costs for other jurisdictions. These assumptions and
limitations are discussed in more detail in the text that accompanies each
estimate.

Challenges

The following are some key voting technology challenges:
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¢ having reliable measures and objective data to know whether the
technology being used is meeting the needs of both the voters and the
Jjurisdictions that administer elections;

¢ ensuring that the necessary security, testing, and maintenance activities
are performed; and

¢ ensuring that the technology will provide benefits over its useful life
commensurate with life-cycle costs (acquisition, operations, and
maintenance) and that these collective costs are affordable and
sustainable.

|
Internet Voting

The growing use of the Internet for everyday transactions, including
government transactions, has prompted considerable speculation about
applying Internet technology to elections. Various applications are
possible, all of which involve voters transmitting ballots to election
officials over the Internet. The primary difference among these methods of
Internet voting is whether the Internet voting device is located (1) at a
polling place; (2) in a “voting kiosk” at public places, such as malls or
public libraries; or (3) at any location, including the voter’s workplace or
home.

Issues surrounding the integrity of an election become more complex and
difficult as casting the ballot moves from poll sites—where limited
numbers of voting devices are physically controlled by election officials—
to sites where voting devices are not under such direct control.

A number of groups have considered the pros and cons of these various
Internet applications. Although opinion is not unanimous, consensus is
emerging on some major points. Security is seen as the primary challenge
for Internet voting. Additionally, although Internet voting at designated
polling places may be technically feasible in the near term, the
demonstrable benefits of this approach are limited to advancing the
maturity of this technology and to familiarizing voters with the technology.
Many express uncertainty that Internet voting will yield other benefits,
such as increased voter participation. Further, the cost effectiveness of
Internet voting remains unclear because reliable cost data are not
available.

Challenges

Although the nature and significance of the challenges vary somewhat,
depending on the type of Internet voting in question (poll site, kiosk, or
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remote), broad application of Internet voting in general faces the following
social and technological challenges:

¢ providing adequate ballot secrecy, and voter privacy safeguards to
protect voters from unauthorized disclosure and from being observed or
coerced while casting electronic ballots;

¢ providing adequate security measures to ensure that the voting
equipment (including related data and resources) is adequately
safeguarded against intentional intrusions and inadvertent errors that
could disrupt equipment performance or compromise vote recording;

¢ providing equal access to all voters, including persons with disabilities,
and making the technology easy to use;

¢ ensuring that the technology is a cost-beneficial alternative to existing
voting methods, as well as the associated benefits to be derived from
such investments.

]
Observations

Collectively, our national elections systems constitute a mammoth and
complex apparatus that is charged with the responsibility for reliably
collecting and reporting the private choices of millions of eligible persons
in a limited time period. Successful election administration requires the
effective management of a variety of resources that must be prepared,
mobilized, and deployed at regular intervals. These resources include the
people who conduct the election and participate in it, the processes that
govern what the people do and how the election is conducted, and the
technology that facilitates the efforts of the people as they work through
the election processes. Although responsibility for election administration
falls largely on local governmental units, state and federal governments
have important roles to play, and the efforts of all levels of government
need to be effectively coordinated.

Numerous concerns regarding the effectiveness of our nation's election
systems were raised during the November 2000 election. Although not all
jurisdictions reported experiencing problems, GAO’s work disclosed major
challenges involving the people, processes, and technology involved at
each stage of the election process—registration, absentee and early voting,
preparing for and conduction election day activities, and vote tabulations.
Addressing these challenges involves complex considerations, difficult
choices, and an appreciation for the variability among more than 10,000
local election jurisdictions. As our election systems continue to evolve to
meet the needs of our citizens, careful consideration needs to be given to
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the degree of flexibility and planned time frames for implementing suitable
election reforms.

Recommendations

Because GAO’s principal objective was to provide analysis and information
regarding election administration in the United States, this report has no
recommendations. However, GAO’s report on assistance to military and
overseas voters includes recommendations to the departments of Defense
and State for improving the assistance provided to such voters and for
collecting and analyzing data on the number of ballots from these voters
that are disqualified from being counted and the reasons for these
disqualifications.!* GAO’s report on federal voting equipment standards
includes a matter for congressional consideration regarding assigning
explicit federal authority, responsibility, and accountability for voting
equipment standards, including proactive and continuous update and
maintenance of the standards, and the federal role in implementing the
standards.”” Moreover, GAO’s capping report provides a framework to
assist Congress and others in evaluating election reform proposals.'®

4 GAO-01-1026, Sept. 28, 2001.
15 GAO-02-52, Oct. 15, 2001.

1 GAO-02-90, Oct. 15, 2001.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

An election is the act or process by which citizens cast a vote to select an
individual for an office. Although an election is a single event, an election
system involves the integration of the people, processes, and technology
that are generally associated with the preparation and administration of an
election. The basic goals of election systems in the United States are to
enable every eligible citizen who wishes to vote to cast a single ballot in
private and have the votes on that ballot counted accurately. Administering
an election is a year-round activity that generally consists of the following:

¢ Voter registration--This includes local election officials registering
eligible voters and maintaining voter registration lists to include updates
to registrants’ information and deletions of the names of registrants who
are no longer eligible to vote.

¢ Absentee and early voting—-This type of voting allows eligible persons to
vote in-person or by mail before election day.

¢ The conduct of an election--This aspect of election administration
includes preparation before election day, such as local election officials
arranging for polling places, recruiting and training poll workers,
designing ballots, and preparing voting equipment for use in casting and
tabulating votes; and election day activities, such as opening and closing
polling places and assisting voters to cast votes.

¢ Vote counting--This includes election officials tabulating the cast ballots;
determining whether and how to count ballots that cannot be read by
the vote counting equipment; certifying the final vote counts; and
performing recounts, if required. As shown in figure 3, each stage of an
election involves people and technology.
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Figure 3: Stages of an Election

People

Process Registration

Technology

Major Federal Voting
Requirements

Absentge/ Vote counting
Early voting Vote casting s and
certification

Note: Absentee and early voting represents an alternative for citizens who want to vote but who may
be out of the jurisdiction on election day, have disabilities, are elderly, or who want an option other than
voting at a polling place.

Source: GAO analysis.

Under its various constitutional authorities, Congress has passed
legislation regarding the administration of both federal and state elections,
including voter registration, absentee voting, accessibility provisions for
the elderly and handicapped, and prohibitions against discriminatory
practices.! Congress enacted the National Voter Registration Act of 1993
(NVRA)? commonly known as the “Motor Voter” Act, to establish
registration procedures designed to “increase the number of eligible
citizens who register to vote in elections for Federal office,” without
compromising “the integrity of the electoral process” or the maintenance of
“accurate and current voter registration rolls.” NVRA expanded the
number of locations and opportunities for citizens to apply to register. For

ISee Elections: The Scope of Congressional Authority in Election Administration (GAO-
01-470, Mar. 13, 2001) for more information on the role of the federal government in the
administration of elections.

242 U.S.C. 1973g¢ to 1973gg-10.
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example, under NVRA, citizens are to be able to apply to register (1) when
applying for or renewing a driver’s license; (2) at various state agencies,
such as public assistance centers; or (3) by mailing a national voter
registration application to a designated election official. NVRA also
establishes requirements to ensure that state programs to identify and
remove from voter registration rolls the names of individuals who are no
longer eligible to vote are uniform, nondiscriminatory, and do not exclude a
voter from the rolls solely because of his or her failure to vote. Finally,
NVRA requires that the Federal Election Commission (FEC) submit to
Congress a biennial report with recommendations assessing the impact of
the NVRA on the administration of elections for federal office during the
preceding 2-year period.

The Uniformed and Overseas Citizens Absentee Voting Act of 1986
(UOCAVA)? requires that states permit the following categories of citizens
to apply to register and vote by absentee voting in federal elections: (1)
members of the uniformed services living overseas, (2) all other citizens
living overseas, and (3) uniformed services voters and their dependents in
the United States who are living outside of their voting jurisdiction.

In addition, the Voting Accessibility for the Elderly and Handicapped Act of
1984 requires, with some exceptions, election jurisdictions to provide
alternate means of casting a ballot (e.g., absentee and early voting) for all
elections in which election day polling places are not accessible to people
with disabilities.

Congress, however, has been most active with respect to enacting
prohibitions against discriminatory voting practices. For example, the
Voting Rights Act of 1965° codifies and effectuates the Fifteenth
Amendment’s guarantee that no person shall be denied the right to vote on
account of race or color. Subsequent amendments to the Act expanded it
to include protections for members of language minority groups, as well as
other matters regarding voting registration and procedures.

342 U.S.C. 1973ff to 1973ff-6.
442 U.8.C. 1973ee to 1973ee-6.

742 U.S.C. 1973 to 1973bb-1.

Page 28 GAO-02-3 Elections



Chapter 1
Introduction

|
State Responsibilities

States regulate the election process, including, for example, ballot access,
registration procedures, absentee voting requirements, establishment of
voting places, provision of election day workers, and counting and
certification of the vote. As described by the Supreme Court, “the [s]tates
have evolved comprehensive, and in many respects complex, election
codes regulating in most substantial ways, with respect to both federal and
state elections, the time, place, and manner of holding primary and general
elections, the registration of voters, and the selection and qualification of
candidates.”® In fact, the U.S. election system comprises 51 somewhat
distinct election systems—those of the 50 states and the District of
Columbia. However, although election policy and procedures are legislated
primarily at the state level, states typically have decentralized this process
so that the details of administering elections are carried out at the city or
county levels, and voting is done at the local level.

Election
Administration

At the federal level, no agency bears direct responsibility for election
administration. However, in 1975, Congress created FEC to administer and
enforce the Federal Election Campaign Act. To carry out this role, FEC
discloses campaign finance information; enforces provisions of the law,
such as limits and prohibitions on contributions; and oversees the public
funding of presidential elections. FEC’s Office of Election Administration
(OEA) serves as a national clearinghouse for information regarding the
administration of federal elections. As such, OEA assists state and local
election officials by developing voluntary voting system standards,
responding to inquiries, publishing research on election issues, and
conducting workshops on matters related to election administration.

The administrative structure and authority given to those responsible for
elections vary from state to state. The majority of states vest election
authority in a secretary of state (or other state cabinet-level official) who is
elected for a term of 2 to 4 years. The approval of voting equipment for use
in a state may be a responsibility of the secretary of state or another entity,
such as a State Board of Elections. State officials usually provide
information services and technical support to local election jurisdictions
but seldom participate in the day-to-day administration of an election.

b Storer v. Brown, 415 U.S. 724, 730 (1974). State regulation of elections must involve
“generally applicable and evenhanded restrictions that protect the integrity and reliability of
the electoral process itself.” Anderson v. Celebrezze, 460 U.S. 780, 788 n.9 (1983).
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Local Election Jurisdictions
Conduct Elections

Local election jurisdictions, such as counties, cities, townships, and
villages, conduct elections, including federal and state contests.” Although
some states bear some election costs, it is local jurisdictions that pay for
elections and provide the officials who conduct the elections. Local
election administration officials may be elected, appointed, or be
professional employees. State or local regulations determine who
functions as the chief elections official. Elections may be conducted by
county or town clerks, registrars, election boards, bureaus, or
commissions, or some combination thereof. The election administration
official may have extensive or little experience and training in running
elections. Local jurisdictions administer elections within the framework of
state laws and regulations that provide for differing degrees of local control
over how elections are conducted, including voting equipment to be used,
ballot design, and voter identification requirements at polling places.

One of the responsibilities of state and/or local election officials is to
recruit, train, assign, and compensate permanent and temporary personnel.
These personnel may include: voting equipment operators, voter registrars,
absentee ballot clerks, polling place workers, and election day phone bank
operators. Depending on the jurisdiction, these workers could be part-time
or full-time, appointed or elected, paid or unpaid volunteers. Some election
workers support election administration activities during the year, and
others work only on election day. For the November 2000 election, about
1.4 million poll workers staffed precincts across the country on election
day.

All Voters Are Assigned to a
Precinct to Vote

The size of local election jurisdictions varies enormously, from a few
hundred voters in some rural counties to Los Angeles County, whose total
of registered voters exceeds that of 41 states. For the purposes of voting,
election authorities subdivide local election jurisdictions into precincts,
which range in size from a few hundred to more than a thousand people.
Voters are assigned to a specific precinct where they are to vote on election
day. All voters in a precinct vote at one place, such as a school or other
public facility. For the November 2000 election, there were more than
about 186,000 precincts in about 10,000 local election jurisdictions.
However, precincts may be combined in a single polling place. For

" Overall there are more than 10,000 local election jurisdictions in the United States.
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example, voters from a few precincts in a small jurisdiction may vote in a
single location, such as the town high school.

Voting Technologies

Voting technologies are tools for accommodating the millions of voters in
our nation’s approximately 10,000 local election jurisdictions. These tools
can be as simple as a pencil, paper, and a box, or as sophisticated as
computer-based touchscreens—and one day, perhaps, Web-based
applications running on personal computers. To be fully understood, all
these technologies need to be examined in relation to the people who
participate in elections (both voters and election workers) and the
processes that govern their interaction with each other and with the
technologies. To integrate the functions associated with readying vote
casting and tallying equipment for a given election with other election
management functions, jurisdictions can use election management
systems.

Five Voting Methods Were
Used in the November 2000
Election

The methods by which votes are cast and counted in the United States
today can be placed into five categories; the latter four methods employ
varying degrees of technology. The five methods are paper ballot, lever
machine, punch card, optical scan, and direct recording electronic (DRE).
Table 1 shows the percentage of jurisdictions, precincts, and registered
voters who used the different voting methods.

|
Table 1: Voting Methods Used in the November 2000 Election by U.S. Counties,
Precincts, and Registered Voters

Voting methods Counties® Precincts  Registered voters
Paper ballots 11% 2% 1%
Lever 14 18 17
Punch card 18 33 31
Optical scan 43 30 31
DRE 10 11 12
Mixed 5 6 8

Note: Percentages may not add to 100 percent due to rounding.

#Data include 52 cities in 5 states—Illlinois, Maryland, Missouri, Nevada, and Virginia—in which some
cities have election responsibilities independent from the counties and the 4 Alaska election regions.

Source: Election Data Services, Inc. and GAO data.
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Paper Ballot

The paper ballot and lever machines have been used in the United States
for more than a century, and versions of the other three methods have been
used for 20 to 40 years. For paper ballots, the vote count is done by hand;
lever machines keep a mechanical count. The three newer methods (punch
card, optical scan, and DRE) depend on computers to tally votes. In three
of the five methods (paper ballot, punch card, and optical scan), voters use
paper to cast their votes. In the other two methods (lever machine and
DRE), voters manipulate the equipment.

Each method possesses a unique history and set of characteristics. When
these are overlaid with the evolution and composition of the more than
10,000 local election jurisdictions in the United States, the result is much
diversity across the nation in the technology used to conduct elections and
how it is used.

The paper ballot, sometimes referred to as the Australian ballot, was first
used in the United States in 1889 and is still used in some jurisdictions
today. Paper ballots, which are generally uniform in size, thickness, and
color, list the names of the candidates and the issues to be voted on. Voters
generally complete their ballots in the privacy of a voting booth, recording
their choices by placing marks in boxes corresponding to the candidates’
names and the issues. After making their choices, voters drop the ballots
into sealed ballot boxes. Election officials gather the sealed boxes and
transfer them to a central location, where the ballots are manually counted
and tabulated. Figure 4 shows an example of a paper ballot.
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Figure 4: Paper Ballot used in Delta County, Texas

INSTRUCTION HOTE: Vole for the candidale of your chuice ko each race by placing 20 *X" in tha square besida the candidate’s name. You may cast @ siraight pldv wﬂrllml i5, ¢asd 3 vota for
ail tha namineos of one pany) by placing an X" inthe inges o
foran oppasent o one o thl pays rominces. your

NOVEMBER 7, 2000 (7 de noviembre de 2000}

vole for Uhe opponent wll be Gounted 25 el as your vate for &l the otber nominees of the party for “ehich i siraightpary vole was

No.

GENERAL ELECTION
(ELECCION GENERAL)

DELTA COUNTY, TEXAS
{Condado de Delta, Texas)

OFFICIAL BALLOT
(BOLETA OFICIAL)

“square boside the paoe of the parly of yeus cholce. 1 you cast 3 straight-paty vte for ol the nomi o aiso casd a wole

st g votar g foudgs

5 FRAZIER

TA DE i i cack o cuadiada
ﬂomm@mmbwmwmmwgumommm 5 a1 o epacs coadtads 410 umm el nombre de m.mdopamn 5/used v gor o h s oo s ¥
der cicho partidi pOGNC, 38 ConlaTd S Volo por iy polico e Su.
molpiencil,
Candidates for: I g Reputiican ™71 Democratic r Liberlaian LJ Geeen Indepeadoat Vel
{Candfdalas pasa} L.l (Fopublcans) L Democritco) i L) o} findopendents) Vato Esciéol
President and Viet Pregsdent (7] Gasrgs Wi, Bushi (] Mo [ty e [ fatfcnacany ]
iPressionle y Viee Presidents} b Dtﬁﬁms, Jou Lisbewman - - i i ok Exciol
United - 7 Gene Xely [ tary . Puneant | Dovglas 5. Sandage
(Senador de los Estados Unidos L3 = = (
United Statcs Representative, Disuict | K - - ) e
eprsamanie e os Evndes Unis, ||} Notta Vidiogham [ Wen S ] By Cone
Ui Wi 1} e
Railroad Commission harios AL Matbers | Garctym Fiekls ] Gary Dugger
(umwwr-mmws: - (] Carchm ) S
Railyuad Commissiones, Unexgired Tanm - - .
i o oot gtes [ Mchaer L. Wit [} Annony Garcia [} Chares L. Mauch
‘Duracide Aesinte coi Carol —
Justioe, Supresna Cau (7] Notian biacht 7] Mke Jacobeis [ ] BenG.Levy
ez, Corte Suprena, hnwh'm n -
Justion, Segreme Coud, Place 2 1] Piscaa Owen [] Jos Kiad feen. .
[ohez, Calte Suprama, Lugas Nein. 2) -
st S Gout, Poes 3 Al Gonzales [} Larca Smitn
G, i, Lugar i 3 R s
lding dudge, Cwﬂdcﬂmluiéwﬁail |} Stearon Koy ] 8 Voo
rmuﬁmm Corfe d Apclaciones G ~
. Courl of Criminal Appents , Place 1 | i —
S 1) oot ) st
1) —
o c,'v"““'ﬂ AT P Batara Pasker Hervey | Wodkarn 8. Bare
!.IEHH&
Slale Reprasentative, Dislrict 3 17 Mask Homer
{Acpresontanie Esizlal, frstrio Ko 3} i
Justice, Gt Count of Appeais District | Donald R, Floss
{oez, Corte de Apelacianes, Distio Num. 6) L
District Judge, Bl Judicial Disict i} Poberl E. Newsom
{iuez dot Disinia, Disirko Juciowsl Wi, 6} \as
Dot S, S ol Dt Scolt McDamed
stz 0l Distiato, Disirilo Judciat Num 52)
Distict [I[Ionwy ] FrasiLong
Dty onsesa! Ngmn. £}
County Atiomey FT H, Miches! Bay
iProcunsor gl Conada) [ ¥ oy
County Clerk, Unexpired Term
{Socroiac def Condado, Carclyn Yeagar Angtn
Shecift ") Benny Fister
(Sherite) O
County Tax Assescor-Coliotior ] Diawn Gari
{AsesonColactor de knpadsios del Congaos) (] Do Curtis
oty Comanigsionss, Pracinct No. [} Sarmes Gamplck
(GantSkaado g arcads, Pccons i 3) !
Constabie, PrecinciNo. 5 ] Loy Varboer
{Condestate, Precinko M, 5} -
WRITE=TNS ]
HOWARD PHILLIPS/ {
CUR’ 1

JAMES "JIM" WRIGHT/
LEQNABR L. FOSTER.

DAVID MCREYNOLDS/
MARY--CAL-HOLLL

Source: Local election officials in Delta County, Texas.

Page 33

GAO-02-3 Elections



Chapter 1
Introduction

Lever Machines

In 1892, the lever voting machine, known then as the Myer Automatic
Booth, was first used in the United States. By 1930, lever machines were
used in almost all major cities, and by the 1960s, over half the nation’s votes
were cast and counted on lever machines. During this time, lever machines
helped alleviate concerns about vote fraud and manipulation that were
common with paper ballots. Unlike paper ballots, however, lever machines
do not provide individual records of each vote.

Lever machines are mechanical, with a “ballot” composed of a rectangular
array of levers, which can be physically arranged either horizontally or
vertically. Adjacent levers in each row are placed about one inch apart, and
the rows of levers are spaced 2 to 3 inches apart. Printed strips listing the
candidates and issues are placed next to each lever. Because the ballot is
limited to the size of the front of the lever machine, it is difficult to
accommodate multiple languages.

When using a lever machine, voters first close a privacy curtain, using a
long handle attached to the machine. They vote by pulling down those
levers next to the candidates or issues of their choice. Making a particular
selection prevents any other selection in that contest (unless it is a vote-for-
no-more-than-N contest, in which case no more than N levers would be
selectable). Overvoting is prevented by the interlocking of the appropriate
mechanical levers in the machine before the election.

Write-in votes are recorded on a paper roll within the lever machine. The
voter opens the write-in slot by moving the lever to the appropriate position
and then writes in his or her choice on the exposed paper above the office
name. Once this occurs, the machine locks and will no longer allow the
voter to vote for another candidate listed on the ballot for that particular
contest.

After voting, the voter once again moves the handle, which simultaneously

opens the privacy curtain, records the vote, and resets the levers. Figure 5
shows a lever machine.
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Figure 5: Lever Voting Machine

A. Closed view of lever machine.

B. Close-up of levers and ballot. Voter shifts
levers to make selections.

C. View of open machine showing long handle
(bottom left) that opens and closes privacy
curtain, records vote, and resets after
vote is cast.

Source: Local election officials in jurisdictions GAO visited.

Votes are tallied by mechanical counters, which are attached to each lever.
These counters rotate after the voter moves the handle to open the privacy
curtain. The counters are composed of three gears—units, tens, and
hundreds. Each vote causes a gear to make one tenth of a turn. After 10
turns, the units gear turns to 0, and the tens gear turns to 1, equaling 10
votes. Similarly, after 100 turns, the tens gear turns to 0, and the hundreds
gear turns to 1, equaling 100 votes. At the close of the election, election
officials tally the votes by reading the counting mechanism totals on each
lever voting machine. Some machines can also print a paper copy of the
totals.
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Punch Card

The design of the lever machine does not allow for a recount of individual
voter records. Therefore, if the machine malfunctions and a gear fails to
turn, no record exists from which a proper tally can be determined.
Mechanical lever machines are no longer manufactured. As a result,
maintaining lever machines is becoming more challenging, and some
jurisdictions have turned to “cannibalizing” machines to get needed parts.

The punch card was invented by Herman Hollerith to help perform
statistical computations analyzing data from the 1880 U.S. Census. In the
1960s, this technology was first applied to vote casting and tallying. In
1964, Fulton and De Kalb counties in Georgia, Lane county in Oregon, and
San Joaquin and Monterey counties in California were the first jurisdictions
to use punch cards and computer tally machines in a federal election.

Punch card voting equipment is generally comprised of a ballot, a vote
recording device (this device holds the ballot in place and allows the voter
to punch holes in it), a privacy booth, and a computerized tabulation
device. There are two basic types of punch card devices: Votomatic and
Datavote.

Votomatic

The Votomatic relies on machine-readable cards that contain 228, 312, or
456 prescored numbered boxes representing ballot choices. The
corresponding ballot choices are indicated to the voter in a booklet
attached to the vote recording device, with the appropriate places to punch
indicated for each candidate and ballot choice. To vote, the voter inserts
the ballot into the vote-recording device and uses a stylus to punch out the
appropriate prescored boxes.

Votomatic punch card voting offers certain challenges because the ballot
must be properly aligned in the vote-recording device for the holes in the
ballot card to be punched all the way through. Incomplete punches are not
uncommon, so that the rectangular scrap (the “chad”) punched by the
stylus may cling to the hole in the card and create what is referred to as a
“hanging chad.” Hanging chads can cause tabulation machines to read
votes incorrectly and can make it difficult to determine voter intent in a
recount or contested election. Voters cannot easily review a completed
ballot, because the ballot lacks candidate or issue information, having only
hole numbers. In addition, voters must use a separate piece of paper and
attach it to the ballot with the names of write-in candidates. Figure 6
shows a Votomatic vote recording device and a Votomatic ballot.
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Figure 6: Votomatic Vote Recording Device and Votomatic Ballot

Ballot booklet identifying
candidates and issues.

A. Vote recording device.
Voter inserts card into slot at
the top of the device and punches
holes in ballot card that align with
candidates or issues in ballot booklet.

B. Votomatic ballot card. This example
has 456 punch holes.

Stylus used by voter to
punch holes in ballot card.
This example uses a card
with 228 punch holes.

8]
Source: Local election officials in jurisdictions GAO visited.

Datavote

The Datavote also relies on a machine-readable card, but unlike the
Votomatic, the names of the candidates and issues are printed on the card
itself, eliminating the need for a ballot booklet. The ballots are not
prescored, except for those used for absentee voting. The voter uses a
stapler-like punching device to punch a hole corresponding to each
candidate and issue. Spaces for write-in candidates are generally placed on
the ballot. Because the candidates' names are printed on Datavote punch
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card ballots, each voter may require multiple ballot cards in elections that
have a large number of candidates and issues. (Figure 7 shows a Datavote
ballot.)
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Figure 7: Datavote Ballot Used in the District of Columbia
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For both the Votomatic and Datavote, software is used to program each
vote tabulation machine to correctly assign each vote read into the
computer to the proper contest and candidate or issue. Generally, the
software is used to identify the particular contests in each precinct, assign
punch card positions to each candidate, and configure any special options,
such as straight party voting and vote-forno-more-than-N contests. In
addition, vote-tally software is often used to tally the vote totals from one
or more vote tabulation machines.

For both types of punch cards, jurisdictions can count the ballots either at
the polling place or at a central location. In a polling place count, either the
voters or election officials put their ballot cards into the vote tabulators. In
a central count, voters drop ballots into sealed boxes, and the sealed boxes
are transferred to a central location after the polls close. At the central
location, ballots are run through the vote tabulators. In either case, the
tabulator counts the ballots by reading the holes in the ballots. Generally,
central-count tabulators are higher speed machines, allowing more ballots
to be counted in less time than do precinct-based machines. Both precinct-
count and central-count tabulators store votes on electronic storage media.
These media can be removed manually or transferred via cable
communication. Figure 8 shows punch card tabulation machines.
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Optical Scan

Figure 8: Punch Card Tabulation Machines

A. Precinct-count punch card tabulator.

B. Central-count punch card tabulator.

Ballot storage

Ballot cards to
be counted

Source: Local election officials in jurisdictions GAO visited and equipment vendor.

Optical scan technology has been used for decades for such tasks as
scoring standardized tests, but it was not applied to voting until the 1980s.
An optical scan voting system is comprised of computer-readable ballots,
appropriate marking devices, privacy booths, and a computerized
tabulation machine. The ballot can vary in size and lists the names of the
candidates and the issues. Voters record their choices using an appropriate
writing instrument to fill in boxes or ovals, or to complete an arrow next to
the candidate’s name or the issue. The ballot includes a space for write-ins
to be placed directly on the ballot. Figure 9 shows an optical scan ballot.
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Figure 9: Optical Scan Ballot Used in the Commonwealth of Massachusetts

- The Commuonwealth of Massachusetts A. Optical scan ballot.

- STATE ELECTION ) o )

- OFFICIAL — B. Detail showing instructions to voters.
= BALLOT o s Voters fill in ovals to make selections.

TUESDAY, NOVEMBER 7, 2000

To vate tos 8 candubate. 10 in the vss D 10 e gAY of 1ha Canaicens's nams. T5 wols 104 8 PArRON AL 0 The BRI
(e hai parson s mame and residence i ihe biank space pravided and 1 in the vl

= Ui 1 i
- PROPDSED AMENOMENT '
- 70 THE CONSTITUTION .
L B P :
el
Py e .
-
- TUESDAY, NOVEMBER 7, 2000
1O ¥OU@ for @ candidate, fill in the oval @ 10 1he right of the candidate’s name. To vote for a person not on the ballot,
write that persan’s name and residence In the blank space provided and fill in the oval.
-
™= ELECTORS OF PRESIDENT
QUESTION 1
= AND VICE PRESIDENT SLERK 0F COURTE e PROPOSED AMENDMENT
e BROWNE and OLIVIER FRANCIS . POWERS s HE
= BUCHANAN a0d HIGEINS. 58 ust ELNK LIWE SELOW FoR WhITE
 BUSH 208 CHENEY . e o YESC
w GORE and LIEGERMA o s 0o s 26 'ﬁm NO
HAGELIN and TOMPRIN (yeas nays Of
w HAGELI d TOMPUNS -+t ¢ A YES VOTE would amend the constitulion
[ T [T T TV T p———— 10 require thal the periodic redrawing of disirict
T boundaries for stale legislalors and goveinor's
= UsE SLAR Lint SECOW FOR WRITE-n counlos v e o dda o s e
- [—— - - A NO VOTE would make no change in the
= cutrent lour-year process for fedrawing such
™ drsirict boundaties
- SUMMARY
e— A A 1 This proposed constitutional amendment
we SENATOR IN CONGRESS — .quu require L;Inal ol lmsmcrl hmngsr-s Tor
siate representatives. & senalors, and gover-
o EDWARD M. KENNEDT . ) nor's councillors, which are redrawn every len
— years based on the most recant federal census,
wam  CARLA A, HOWELL ... awwens () | COUNTY COMMISSIONER lake effect for the slale election held two years

-
VNTF RNTH RINFS

Source: Local election officials in townships GAO visited in Massachusetts.

Like punch card software, the software for optical scan equipment is used
to program the tabulation equipment to correctly assign each vote read into
the computer to the proper contest and candidate or issue (i.e., to assign
the location of valid marks on the ballot to the proper candidate or issue).
In addition to identifying the particular contests and the candidates in each
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contest, the software is also used to configure any special options, such as
straight party voting and vote-for-no-more-than-N contests. Precinct-based
optical scanners can also be programmed to detect and/or reject overvotes
and undervotes (where the voter does not vote for all contests and/or
issues on the ballot). In addition, similar to punch cards, optical scan
systems often use vote-tally software to tally the vote totals from one or
more vote tabulation machines.

Like punch cards, optical scan ballots are counted by being run through
computerized tabulation equipment, in this case, optical-mark-recognition
equipment. This equipment counts the ballots by sensing or reading the
marks on the ballot. Ballots can be counted in the polling place or in a
central location. If ballots are counted at the polling place, voters or
election officials put the ballots into the tabulation equipment. In this case,
either vote tallies can be captured in removable storage media that can be
taken from the voting equipment and transported to a central tally location,
or they can be electronically transmitted from the polling place to the
central tally location. If ballots are centrally counted, voters drop ballots
into sealed boxes, and election officials transfer the sealed boxes to the
central location after the polls close, at which time election officials run the
ballots through the tabulation equipment.

Election officials can program precinct-based optical scan equipment to
detect and reject overvotes and undervotes, which allows voters to fix their
mistakes before leaving the polling place. However, if voters are unwilling
or unable to correct their ballots, a poll worker can manually override the
program and accept the ballot, even though it has been overvoted or
undervoted. If ballots are tabulated centrally, voters do not have the
opportunity to correct mistakes that may have been made.

Precinct-count optical scan equipment sits on a ballot box with two
compartments for scanned ballots—one for accepted ballots (i.e., those
that are properly filled out) and one for rejected ballots (i.e., blank ballots,
ballots with write-ins, or those accepted because of a forced override). In
addition, an auxiliary compartment in the ballot box is used for storing
ballots if an emergency arises (e.g., loss of power or machine failure) that
prevents the ballots from being scanned. Figure 10 shows precinct- and
central-count optical scan tabulators.
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Direct Recording Electronic

Figure 10: Precinct-Count Optical Scan Tabulator and Central-Count Optical Scan
Tabulator

A. Precinct-count optical scanner.

B. Central-count optical scanner.

C. Detail showing ballot feed for
central-count scanner.

Source: Equipment vendors.

First introduced in the 1970s, DRE equipment is an electronic
implementation of the old lever machines. DREs come in two basic types,
pushbutton or touchscreen, the pushbutton being the older and more
widely used of the two. The two types of DREs vary considerably in
appearance. Pushbutton DREs are larger and heavier than touchscreens.
Figure 11 shows DRE pushbutton and touchscreen voting machines.
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Figure 11: DRE Pushbutton and DRE Touchscreen
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A. Full-face pushbutton DRE.

B. Detail of pushbutton DRE.
Voter pushes button to illuminate
choice.

C. Touchscreen DRE.

Source: Local election officials in jurisdictions GAO visited and equipment vendor.
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Pushbutton and touchscreen DREs also differ significantly in the way they
present ballots to the voter. With the DRE pushbutton, all ballot
information is presented on a single “full-face” ballot. For example, a ballot
may have 50 buttons on a 3 by 3 foot ballot, with a candidate or issue next
to each button. In contrast, touchscreen DREs display the ballot
information on an electronic display screen. For both pushbutton and
touchscreen DREs, the ballot information is programmed onto an
electronic storage medium, which is then uploaded to the machine. For
touchscreens, ballot information can be displayed in color and can
incorporate pictures of the candidates. Because the ballot space is much
smaller than the pushbuttons, voters who use touchscreens must page
through the ballot information. Both touchscreen and pushbutton DREs
can accommodate multilingual ballots; however, because the ballot is
limited to the size of the screen, pushbutton machines can generally display
no more than two languages.

Despite the differences, the two types of DREs have some similarities, such
as how the voter interacts with the voting equipment. For pushbuttons,
voters press a button next to the candidate or issue, which then lights up to
indicate the selection. Similarly, voters using touchscreen DREs make
their selections by touching the screen next to the candidate or issue,
which is then highlighted. When voters are finished making their selections
on a touchscreen or a pushbutton DRE, they cast their votes by pressing a
final “vote” button or screen. Both types of DREs allow voters to write in
candidates. While most DREs allow voters to type write-ins on a keyboard,
some pushbutton DREs require voters to write the name on paper tape that
is part of the voting equipment.

Unlike punch card and optical scan voting equipment, DREs do not use
paper ballots. However, they do retain permanent electronic images of all
the ballots, which can be stored on various media, including internal hard-
disk drives, flash cards, or memory cartridges. These ballot images, which
can be printed, can be used for auditing and recounts.

Like punch card and optical scan devices, DREs require the use of software
to program the various ballot styles and tally the votes, which is generally
done through the use of memory cartridges or other media. The software is
used to generate ballots for each precinct within the voting jurisdiction,
which includes defining the ballot layout, identifying the contests in each
precinct, and assigning candidates to contests. The software is also used to
configure any special options, such as straight party voting and vote-for-no-
more-than-N contests. In addition, for pushbutton DRESs, the software
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assigns the buttons to particular candidates and, for touchscreens, the
software defines the size and location on the screen where the voter makes
the selection. Vote-tally software is often used to tally the vote totals from
one or more DREs.

DREs also offer various configurations for tallying the votes. Some contain
removable storage media that can be taken from the voting equipment and
transported to a central location to be tallied. Others can be configured to
electronically transmit the vote totals from the polling place to a central
tally location.

Because all DREs are programmable, they offer various options that are
not as easily supplied by other voting methods. For example, they do not
allow overvotes. In addition, voters can change their selections before
hitting the final button to cast their votes.

DRE touchscreens offer the most flexibility because they can present
numerous screens of data; for example, they allow unlimited multilingual
ballots, unlike pushbutton DREs. They can also offer a “review” feature
(i.e., requiring voters to review each page of the ballot before pressing the
button to cast the vote) and various visual enhancements (such as color
highlighting of ballot choices, candidate pictures, etc.).

Election Management
Systems

Each type of voting equipment performs critical vote casting and tallying
functions. However, before the equipment can be used in any given
election to perform these functions, election officials must program the
equipment to accommodate the unique characteristics of that election. For
example, regardless of the voting equipment used, election officials must
prepare a ballot that is unique to that election and, depending on the voting
equipment, program the equipment to present the ballot to the voter and/or
read the ballot as voted.

Election management systems integrate the functions associated with
readying vote casting and tallying equipment for a given election with other
election management functions. Election management systems run on
jurisdictions’ existing personal computers or vendor-provided election
management system computer platforms. In brief, election management
systems (hardware and software) generally consist of one or more
interactive databases containing information about a jurisdiction’s
precincts, the election contest, the candidates, and the issues being
decided. These election management systems can be used to design and
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generate various ballots. Election management systems also allow
jurisdictions to program their vote casting and tallying equipment to
properly assign each vote to the proper contest and candidate. These
systems also can centrally tally and generate reports on election progress
and results.

Some election management systems offer more sophisticated capabilities,
such as managing the absentee ballot process. For example, some systems
have the capability to automate the massive ballot mailings and recording
of returns and support barcoding and imaging for ballot application
signature verification.

To describe elections in the United States, we reviewed reports by FEC and
others, including the reports of the various national and state election
reform commissions as they were completed. To obtain examples of the
various stages of an election and any associated challenges, we had to get
information from the level of government responsible for administering
elections-that is, from the local election jurisdictions, which in most states
involved counties.® To get this information about the November 2000
election, we used a mail survey that is generalizable to 90 percent of the
U.S. population, and a telephone survey that is generalizable nationwide.
We also interviewed local election officials.” To describe selected statutory
requirements in the 50 states and the District of Columbia for voter
registration, absentee and provisional balloting, and recounts, we reviewed
state and D.C. statutes. We also conducted a survey of D.C. and state
election directors, and reviewed information from the National Conference
of State Legislatures on state election requirements and recent
amendments to those requirements.

8 Forty states delegate election responsibilities primarily to counties; 9 states delegate these
responsibilities to such subcounty minor civil divisions (MCDs) as cities, towns, and
townships; and one state, Alaska, is divided into election districts, which are grouped into
four state election regions. About 87 percent of the U.S. population lives in the 40 states that
delegate election responsibilities primarily to counties. However, about three-fourths of the
election jurisdictions nationwide are in the nine states that delegate election responsibilities
to MCDs, but these only cover about 12 percent of the U.S. population. Overall, there are
more than 10,000 local election jurisdictions in the United States.

? We interviewed officials in 27 judgmentally selected jurisdictions in 20 states located

across the country, using such characteristics as voting methods used, demographic or
geographic characteristics, and aspects of election administration for criteria.
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To identify the types of voting methods used on November 7, 2000, and the
distribution of these methods among local election jurisdictions and their
precincts, we used several sources of information, including two
databases—one for counties and one for subcounty minor civil divisions
(MCDs) in the New England states—from Election Data Services, Inc., a
private company that collects election-related data from state and local
jurisdictions. We then used several methods to validate the data in the
databases. We also checked state Web sites, such as those of the
Secretaries of State, and compared any data on voting methods from these
sources to those in Election Data Services, Inc.’s database for the
respective states.

To assess the characteristics of different types of voting equipment, we
reviewed available studies, interviewed voting equipment vendors,
reviewed vendor documentation on their equipment, used data from our
mail survey of local election jurisdictions and data from our survey of state
election directors, and interviewed election officials from our 27
judgmentally selected local election jurisdictions. Two of these
jurisdictions had recently used new voting equipment in the November
2000 election, and one had purchased new equipment for delivery in 2001.
To identify new voting equipment, we surveyed vendors and reviewed
vendor publications, attended vendor marketing events and conferences,
and researched periodicals and vendor Web sites. To estimate the potential
cost of replacing existing voting equipment in the United States, we
developed data on the distribution of voting equipment in the United
States—among the states, counties within the states, and precincts within
each county. For the cost of purchasing optical scan or DRE equipment,
we used data obtained from voting equipment vendors. Our estimates
generally include only the cost to purchase the equipment and do not
contain software costs associated with the equipment to support a specific
election and to perform related election management functions, which
generally varied by the size of the jurisdiction that purchased the
equipment. Because of the wide variation in the ways jurisdictions handle
operation and maintenance (e.g., in-house or by a contract), our estimates
do not include operations and maintenance costs. The cost of software and
other items could substantially increase the actual cost of purchasing new
voting equipment.

To identify and describe issues associated with the use of the Internet for
vote casting and tabulation, we interviewed vendors, reviewed vendor
publications, attended vendor marketing events, and researched
periodicals and vendor Web sites. We did not independently validate
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vendor-provided information. To identify Internet voting options and
issues, we reviewed relevant recent studies, researched publications and
material, and assessed preliminary Internet voting pilot reports. We also
interviewed recognized experts from various institutions—academia,
professional associations, and voting industry—that are familiar with
issues surrounding Internet voting. In addition, we interviewed Internet
voting equipment vendors that were involved in conducting these Internet
voting pilots.

We did our work between March 2001 and September 2001 in Washington,
D.C.; Atlanta; Los Angeles; Dallas; Norfolk; San Francisco; and 27 local
election jurisdictions in accordance with generally accepted government
auditing standards.

Appendix I contains additional detail on our objectives, scope, and
methodology.
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The November 2000 election resulted in widespread concerns about voter
registration in the United States. Headlines and reports have questioned
the mechanics and effectiveness of voter registration by highlighting
accounts of individuals who thought they were registered being turned
away from polling places on election day, the fraudulent use of the names
of dead people to cast additional votes, and jurisdictions incorrectly
removing the names of eligible voters from voter registration lists.

For purposes of this report, voter registration includes the processes,
people, and technology involved in registering eligible voters and in
compiling and maintaining accurate and complete voter registration lists.
List maintenance is performed by election officials and consists of updating
registrants’ information and deleting the names of registrants who are no
longer eligible to vote. This chapter discusses (1) state requirements to
vote, (2) applying to register to vote, (3) compiling voter registration lists,
and (4) voter registration list maintenance.

State Requirements to
Vote

e Voter Eligibility Requirements Varied From State to State
e Registration Was a Prerequisite to Vote in All States but One

Although the federal government has enacted legislation that affects
registration procedures, registering to vote is not a federal requirement.
Instead, registration is one of several potential requirements, in addition to
citizenship, age, and residency, that states may require citizens to meet to
be eligible to vote. Although voter eligibility requirements varied from
state to state, registration was a prerequisite to vote in nearly all
jurisdictions in the United States. However, because of differences in state
voter eligibility requirements, citizens with the same qualifications were
eligible to vote in some states but not in others.
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Voter Eligibility
Requirements Varied From
State to State

Criminal Status

The 50 states and the District of Columbia are empowered by the U.S.
Constitution to establish voter eligibility requirements within their
jurisdictions.! At a minimum, every state and the District of Columbia
required that a voter be at least 18 years of age, a U.S. citizen, and a
resident of the state or the District.? In addition, most states limited voter
eligibility on the basis of criminal status and mental competency, although
the specifics of these limitations varied.

Based on our review of information developed by the Justice Department,’
48 states and the District of Columbia prohibited individuals from voting
while incarcerated for a felony conviction but varied in their provisions for
restoring voting rights after the incarceration period.* Thirty-eight states
and the District of Columbia provided for automatic restoration of voting
rights. In 12 of these states and the District of Columbia, restoration
occurred after the individual's release from incarceration. In the other 26
states, restoration occurred after the individual completed his or her
sentence, including any term of probation or parole.” Ten states did not
provide for automatic restoration of voting rights. In these states,
individuals could seek restoration of voting rights through pardon
procedures established by the state (e.g., gubernatorial pardons).® In a few

! The Constitution provides that, in voting for Senators and Members of the House of
Representatives, the electors in each State shall have the qualifications requisite for electors
of the most numerous branch of the State legislature. U.S. Const. art. I, sec. 2; amend. XVIL

%2 Many states and the District of Columbia specified a minimum residency period, usually 30
days.

3 See U.S. Department of Justice, Civil Rights Division, Restoring Your Right to Vote, Dec.
2000, http:/www.usdoj.gov/crt/restorevote/restorevote.him. .

4 Maine and Vermont were the only states that do not prohibit individuals from voting while
they are in prison for a felony conviction.

® In two states, Colorado and New York, a sentence of probation did not affect the right to
vote. Residents of these states could not vote, however, while imprisoned or on parole.
Another state, New Mexico, provided automatic restoration of voting rights upon release
from incarceration and completion of any parole or probation, based on a law that took
effect on July 1, 2001. N.M. Stat. Ann. 1-4-27.1. Previously, it was necessary to obtain a
gubernatorial pardon in New Mexico to regain voting rights.

5In Nebraska, individuals sentenced to an adult correctional facility had to apply for a
"warrant of discharge" from the Nebraska Board of Pardons to regain voting rights.
Individuals not sentenced to an adult correctional facility received automatic warrants of
discharge.
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Mental Competence

states, individuals convicted of specific offenses permanently lost the right
to vote. Maryland, Missouri, and Tennessee permanently disenfranchised
those convicted of certain voting-related crimes, such as buying or selling
votes. Tennessee also permanently disenfranchised those convicted of
treason, rape or murder. In Delaware, individuals convicted of murder,
manslaughter, felony sexual offenses, or certain public corruption offenses
permanently lost the right to vote.

The majority of states and the District of Columbia also prohibited
individuals who were mentally incompetent from voting. Nearly all of
these states and the District of Columbia required a judicial determination
of incompetence to disqualify a citizen from voting. For example, in Texas,
those who were judged by a court to be mentally incompetent were
ineligible to vote. In Oklahoma, individuals judged to be incapacitated
could not vote, and those judged to be partially incapacitated also could
not vote, if so stated in the court order. A few states, such as Delaware, did
not require a judicial determination of incompetence, but simply
disqualified individuals who were mentally incompetent from voting.

Registration Was a
Prerequisite to Vote in All
States But One

Registration was a prerequisite to vote in nearly all jurisdictions. In the
United States, citizens were responsible for applying to register to vote.
For the November 2000 election, FEC reported that nearly 168 million
people, or about 82 percent of the voting age population,’ were registered
to vote.

All states, except North Dakota with 53 counties, required citizens to apply
to register and be registered with the appropriate local election official
before they could vote in an election. Because of North Dakota’s rural
character, voting occurred in numerous relatively small precincts, which
are the areas covered by a polling place. According to North Dakota
officials, the establishment of small precincts was intended to ensure that
election boards knew the voters who came to the polls and could easily

"This number includes active and inactive voters. FEC defines inactive voters as those who
remain on the registration list but who have moved according to information provided by
the U.S. Postal Service, have been mailed a registration confirmation notice, but have
neither responded nor offered to vote in the subsequent federal election. All other persons
on the registration list are considered to be active voters. In The Impact of the National
Voter Registration Act of 1993 on the Administration of Elections for Federal Office,
1999-2000, FEC reported that for the November 2000 election there were 149,476,705 active
registered voters, or about 73 percent of the voting age population.
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Applying to Register to
Vote

determine if an individual should not be voting in the precinct. In the
November 2000 election, North Dakota voters in 696 precincts cast 292,249
ballots, representing about 62 percent of the voting age population.

¢ (itizens Could Apply to Register to Vote in Many Ways

¢ (itizens Learned About the Registration Process Through Different
Means

e Officials Faced Challenges in Processing Applications

¢ Officials Had Concerns About Applications Submitted at Motor
Vehicle Authorities

Registering to vote appeared to be a simple step in the election system-
generally, a qualified citizen provided basic personal information, such as
name and address, to an election official and was able to vote in all
subsequent elections. But applying to register and being registered were
not synonymous. A citizen became a registered voter only after his or her
application was received, processed, and confirmed by an election official.
We found that citizens could apply to register to vote and could learn about
the registration process in numerous ways, and that election officials faced
challenges in processing these applications, especially in processing
applications received from motor vehicle authorities. ®

8Because there were a variety of terms used for driver’s license offices in the states we
visited, for purposes of this report, “motor vehicle authority” refers to these various state
agencies and authorities.
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Citizens Could Apply to Citizens had numerous opportunities to apply to register to vote. Figure 12
Register to Vote in Many shows several of these opportunities, such as applying at a local election
Ways office or at a motor vehicle authority, or obtaining and mailing an

application to a local election official. These and other examples of how
citizens were able to apply to register are illustrated by the situations we
found in our visits to local election jurisdictions-cities, counties, and
townships.
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Figure 12: Example of Voter Registration Application Process
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In-Person Application for Voter
Registration

Legend: DMV = Department of Motor Vehicles, an example of a motor vehicle authority as defined in
this report; NVRA = National Voter Registration Act of 1993; USPS = U.S. Postal Service.

Note: The figure does not show all of the possible ways that people can apply to register to vote.

Source: GAO analysis of site visits with local election officials.

In most of the jurisdictions we visited, individuals were able to apply in
person to register at (1) their local election office, (2) a motor vehicle
authority, and (3) various other agencies such as public assistance
agencies, or via voter registration drives through political parties or other
organizations.

Applying Through Local Election Offices

To apply at a local election office, individuals completed an accepted state
registration application and submitted it to their local election official.
Some local election officials we visited also provided registration services
outside of their offices, such as at schools or other community events. For
example, officials at some jurisdictions told us they visited high schools to
provide eligible students with voter education, registration forms, and
assistance. Officials in some jurisdictions said they held registration events
at local malls, county open houses, libraries, county fairs, and at other
community programs. In one medium-sized jurisdiction, 600 deputy
registrars were trained to register citizens at various events and within
their communities and civic organizations. Finally, citizens in one large
jurisdiction we visited were able to apply to register at a mobile voter
registration van (shown in figure 13).
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Figure 13: Mobile Voter Registration Van Used in New Castle County, Delaware
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Source: Local election officials in New Castle County, Delaware.

Applying at a Motor Vehicle Authority

In most states, citizens could apply to register to vote at a motor vehicle
authority under NVRA, which is widely known as the Motor Voter Act.’
There were variations in how NVRA was implemented and how citizens
were able to apply to register at motor vehicle authorities in the
jurisdictions we visited.

% Six states-Idaho, Minnesota, New Hampshire, North Dakota, Wisconsin, and Wyoming-are
exempt from NVRA. North Dakota is exempt because it does not have a voter registration
requirement, and the other five states are exempt because they offer citizens the
opportunity to register at the polls on election day.
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National data from FEC and the Census Bureau indicated that the use of
motor voter programs increased over the past 4 years. The percentage of
all applications received through motor vehicle authorities in states
covered by NVRA increased to 38 percent of the total number of
registration applications received from 1999 through 2000, from 33 percent
from 1995 through 1996."° Similarly, we estimate that at least one-third of
people in 2000 reported registering to vote when obtaining or renewing a
driver’s license, up from 1996 levels. !!

The jurisdictions we visited varied in their implementation of motor voter
programs. In many of these jurisdictions, election officials told us that
motor vehicle authority staff were to offer to assist individuals obtaining or
renewing a driver’s license or other form of identification, in applying to
register to vote. In other jurisdictions, we were told that the voter
registration assistance provided by the motor vehicle authority consisted of
making voter registration applications available on a table. However, in
one small jurisdiction we visited, an election office employee was available
at the motor vehicle authority to provide individuals with registration
information and assistance.

The procedure for applying to register to vote at motor vehicle authorities
also varied across the jurisdictions we visited. For example, at some
jurisdictions, a citizen applied to register by completing a voter registration
section of the driver’s license application. In others, we were told that the
voter registration application was printed using information from the
motor vehicle authority database and was provided to the applicant for
verification, confirmation of citizenship, and signature. Two jurisdictions
in the same state provided voter registration terminals at motor vehicle
authorities where applicants could complete their voter registration form
and obtain a copy of the transaction.

YAccording to FEC, during 1999 -2000 there were over 17 million applications submitted
through motor vehicle authorities. During 1995 -1996, there were just under 14 million such
applications submitted.

1 Based on GAO analysis of U.S. Census Population Survey, November 1996 and November

2000 Voter Supplement. Unless otherwise noted, all estimates have a confidence interval of
plus or minus 1 percentage point or less.
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Finally, citizens could apply in person to register to vote at several state
agencies and locations, or through other organizations. NVRA requires
states to provide citizens with the opportunity to apply to register at public
assistance agencies; state-funded disability service offices; armed forces
recruitment offices; and state-designated agencies, such as public libraries,
public schools, or marriage license bureaus. 2

The number of voter registration applications submitted at NVRA-
designated agencies decreased during the past 4 years. According to FEC,
from 1999 through 2000, voter registration applications received at these
agencies and locations accounted for less than 8 percent of the total, a
decrease from 1995 through 1996, when 11 percent of applications had
been submitted at these agencies. In a very large jurisdiction we visited,
local election officials reported a substantial decline in the number of
registration applications received from social service agencies from 24,878
applications in 1996 to 1,309 in 2000. Officials in that jurisdiction noted that
“when the program [NVRA] was initially instituted, there was widespread
interest both from potential voters as well as from agency personnel.” The
officials suggested possible reasons for the decline in applications,
including that the majority of social service clients were repeat clients, and
thus already registered, or that some clients were no longer using social
services because they had been placed in jobs.

Citizens could also apply to register to vote in person through other
organizations. We estimate that in November 2000, at least 16 percent of
respondents completed an application at a registration drive, which
included political rallies, someone coming to their door, or registration
drives at a mall, market, fair, or public library.”® Officials in some
jurisdictions we visited noted that political parties were a major source of
voter registration applications in their jurisdiction.

2 Under NVRA, citizens must be provided the opportunity to register when applying for or
receiving services, as well as when filing any rectification, renewal, or change of address
relating to the services.

13 Based on GAO analysis of U.S. Census Population Survey, November 2000 Voter
Supplement.
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Registration

In addition to applying to register in person, citizens could apply by
obtaining, completing, and mailing a voter registration application to the
appropriate election official. According to FEC, during 1999-2000, 31
percent of total registration applications submitted in the states covered by
NVRA were submitted by mail."* In the jurisdictions we visited, we found a
variety of ways for citizens to obtain applications and multiple forms for
citizens to use.

Sources for Voter Registration Applications

Within most jurisdictions we visited, registration applications generally
were available at many places, including at state and local election offices,
public libraries, post offices, and schools. In one very large jurisdiction,
registration applications were available at over 1,200 locations. Other
Jjurisdictions we visited included registration information and applications
in the local telephone book or in state tax packets.

Some states and jurisdictions provided citizens the opportunity to
download or request registration application forms over the Internet. Many
of the states and jurisdictions we visited included on their Web sites
registration application forms that could be downloaded and used for
registering, while others included a form for requesting a registration
application. Still others allowed citizens to complete and electronically
submit an application form on the state’s Web site. The state election office
then mailed the applicant the completed application form to be signed and
then mailed back to the office. The applicant would not be officially
registered until election officials accepted the signed form.

Multiple Application Forms

In November 2000, U.S. citizens could use over 50 different forms to apply
to register to vote. For example, some states used more than one form,
having a standard state application as well as a separate form for NVRA-
designated agencies. In addition, citizens could apply to register using the
National Mail Voter Registration Form and the Federal Post Card
Application (FPCA). The National Mail Voter Registration Form was
developed by FEC to allow citizens to register to vote from anywhere in the
United States. NVRA required states to accept and use the National Mail

YUFEC reported that the mail registration provisions of NVRA accounted for 14,150,732
applications from 1999 through 2000.

Page 62 GAO-02-3 Elections



Chapter 2
Voter Registration

Voter Registration Form in addition to their own state application form.
According to FEC, as of June 2001, 26 states accepted paper reproductions
of the form.

U.S. citizens serving with the military or working overseas and their
dependents were allowed to register to vote by mail using the FPCA
(shown in figure 14). This form allowed an applicant to simultaneously
register to vote and request an absentee ballot. In some states, those who
used the FPCA were not placed on the state’s permanent registration list.
Instead, their registrations were valid for only 1 year, after which they were
required to reregister in order to be eligible to vote.
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|
Figure 14: Federal Post Card Application (FPCA)
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Variety in Application Forms

We found variation in the application forms available to apply to register to
vote. At the jurisdictions we visited, the most common information
requested on applications was full name, address, and signature. Most
jurisdictions also requested date of birth, while others requested social
security number,'” gender, race, and/or place of birth. Some registration
applications requested more or less information from an applicant than
was required to register to vote within the particular jurisdiction. On some
forms, information not required to register to vote was clearly indicated as
optional; on other forms it was not. As a result, one completed application
might be accepted in some states but not in others. Examples of
differences in the applications included the following:

e According to FEC, as of June 2001, seven states required applicants to
provide their full social security number, and two required the last four
digits of the number. Twenty others only requested that applicants
provide the number (17 full and 3 the last four digits). The National Mail
Voter Registration Form did not provide a specific space for applicants
to provide their social security number, but the FPCA did.

¢ The application forms in several of the jurisdictions we visited
requested that the applicant provide more information than was
required to register, such as gender and telephone number. Application
forms in some of these jurisdictions stated that identifying gender or
providing a telephone number was optional; others did not. The FPCA
had spaces for applicants to indicate their gender, but not telephone
number. The National Mail Voter Registration Form did not include a
space for applicants to provide gender, and indicated that providing a
telephone number was optional.

¢ The application forms for some states and jurisdictions asked for
applicants to identify their race or ethnic group and their place of birth.
Both the FPCA and the National Mail Voter Registration Form had
spaces for an applicant to use to identify race, but neither form had a
space to indicate place of birth. Figures 15 and 16 show voter
registration forms from jurisdictions we visited.

15 The Privacy Act of 1974 prohibits states from using the full social security number for
voter registration purposes unless they did so prior to January of 1975.
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Figure 15: Massachusetts Official Mail-in Voter Registration Form
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O Party Enrollment Change [ New Registration (that is, none of the above)
Full name:
Miss Ms. Mrs. Mr. Jr Se Il v

last name Sfirst name middle name or initial (circle one if appropriate)
Former name (if applicable):

Miss Ms. Mrs. Mr.

e Se I IV
last name first name middle name or initial e

4 (circle one if appropriate)
4 Address where you live now (street number, street name, rural route number and box number):
street number / street name / rural route number and box number  apartment number  city or town Zip code + 4-digit
5 Address where you receive all your mail (if different from #4):
street number / street name / rural route number and box number / post office box  apartment number  city or town zip code + 4-digit
6 Date of birth: 7 Telephone (optional): (1 Check if unlisted
month day year ( ) -
8 Party enrollment or designation (check one): [ Democratic [ Republican O Libertarian U Green
U No Party (unenrolled) 1 Political Designation (not a political party):
Address at which you were last registered to vote:
street number / street name / rural route number and box number / post office box  apartment number  city or town state Zip code + 4-digit
1 0 If the applicant is unable to sign this form, give the name, address and telephone number (optional) of the person helping the applicant:
name address telephone number (optional)

1 I hereby swear (affirm) that I am the person named above, that the above information is true, that I AM A CITIZEN OF THE UNITED STATES, that I am not a person
under a guardianship which prohibits my registering to vote, that I am not temporarily or permanently disqualified by law from voting because of corrupt practices in respect to elections
and that I consider this residence to be my home. Signed under the penalty of perjury.

] 2 Today’s date:

] Signed:
month day year Sign your name here.

Source: Local election officials in townships GAO visited in Massachusetts.
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|
Figure 16: State of California Voter Registration Form

STATE OF CALIFORNIA — VOTER REGISTRATION FORM
COUNTY OF LOS ANGELES ®

AREYOU A U.S. CZEN? (O Yes (O No B> if no, don’t filf owt this form. USE BLACK OR BLUE INK—PLEASE PRINT CLEARLY

LAST HAME
Ome. OMrs. (o
i‘ OMiss Oms.
| | FIRST NAME (Ont)

Year

. "
AT iy e e T

addition to English.
HRERBAHAR RN CREDBIONENREES -
MERATHNE -

Llene el dvalo para recibir materiales en ¢l idioma que prefiere, ademds
de maleriales en inglés.
EELUAOEBICLSRRFAERTT WS ICRLTORERS
TLEEL,

Fof oA FBt7 HetE HO|R B M YES WO EIRE
HRHA2.

Punuan ang hugis-itiog o obalo upang tumanggap ng mga materyal sa
eleksiyon sa wikang gusto mo bilang karagdagan sa Ingles.

Dénh ddu vio & bdu dye d8 nhin cdc thi ligu biu el bing ngdn gl quy
vi mudn chon ngodi Anh nl.

I O#x O Espafiol [@]:F" ]
@ O#3y (O Tagalog O Tidng Vigt
[57 1t someane helps fil out or keeps this form, see specia instructions below.
f e
]
) )

©

(U] (®

PLACE OF BIRTH - (State or Coaniry Only)

[, P A i PR S
Fllin ovalt rscave s matiriats in the oy Ve IS ..~.."A/M e

3

MIDDLE NAME (Onty)

1: CA DRIVER'S LICENSE OR CA ID CARD #

Py gy ﬂJ_,ﬁ_,_,,e"”\\ .

T

WARNING: 1 is 8 folony If YOO sugs. . < Sureficont even though you know i is
You can be fined and imprisoned for up to four years.
VOTER DECLARATION - Read, Sign and Dats Balow.

= lama U.S. Citizen,

« 1 will be at least 18 years old on or befors the next election.

+ 1 am not In prison or on parole for a felony conviction.

« The residence address shown on this affidavit is my true and cormect
residence address.

have read and understand the contents of this form. | certify under penalty of perjury
under the laws of the State of California that all the information on this form is true
and correct.

Signature , B

91 AC 245815

OPTIONAL SURVEY:  Can you help in the following area(s)?

O Palling Place Worker

O Poliing Place Sits

O Bilingual Polling Place Worker - e
100010

Source: Local election officials in Los Angeles County, California.
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Citizens Could Learn About
the Registration Process
Through Different Means

Informing citizens about the registration process was important, given the
various ways people could apply to register, the numerous forms they
could complete, and different information required for completing the
applications. On the basis of our mail survey, we estimated that 14 percent
(plus or minus 4 percent)'® of jurisdictions nationwide actively sought
comments or suggestions from voters about voter registration. The
Jjurisdictions we visited differed in the emphasis they placed on voter
education. Officials at some jurisdictions told us they offered little in the
way of registration education. A few jurisdictions said that they relied on
external organizations, such as the League of Women Voters and/or
political groups, to educate voters. However, most of the jurisdictions we
visited educated voters about registration in a variety of ways.

Many of the jurisdictions we visited printed registration deadlines,
locations, and procedures in at least one newspaper. Some used television
and others used radio to publicize registration information. In some states
and jurisdictions we visited, Web sites offered voter registration
information, including deadlines, qualifications to register, and where to
submit an application. Some of these jurisdictions offered interactive Web
sites where individuals could determine their registration status and locate
their voting precinct. Other registration education efforts included

¢ mailing each household a voter guide with registration information;

¢ speaking to civic groups, churches, unions, high schools, and other
interested groups;

¢ providing handouts and registration applications at naturalization
ceremonies; and

¢ distributing flyers and newsletters.

Election Officials Faced
Challenges in Processing
Registration Applications

The results of our nationwide surveys and meetings with election officials
indicated that election officials faced challenges, such as implementing
state requirements, handling applicant errors, and coordinating with
multiple agencies, in processing applications. Local election officials
described how they processed applications, including (1) receiving
applications, (2) obtaining information from registrants who submit

16 Confidence intervals for our mail survey were calculated at the 95-percent confidence
level. Unless otherwise noted, all estimates have a confidence interval of plus or minus 4
percentage points or less. For a more detailed discussion of sampling errors, see appendix
I, Objectives, Scope, and Methodology.
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Receiving Registration
Applications

incomplete applications, (3) verifying information on the application, and
(4) confirming registration status.

Citizens were required to submit registration applications to local election
officials by certain deadlines, specified by state statutes, to be eligible to
vote in an upcoming election. These deadlines varied, allowing citizens in
different states different amounts of time to submit applications. Local
election officials expressed concerns about processing applications in the
allotted time before election day and varied in how they handled late
applications.

In 30 states, registration applications were to be received by the local
election office about 1 month before the election.'” Six states—Idaho,
Maine, Minnesota, New Hampshire, Wisconsin, and Wyoming--allowed
same-day registration where their residents could register to vote on
election day. In Maine, for same-day registration, citizens were to register
at the voter registrar’s office or the board of elections instead of at the polls
asin the 5 other states that allowed same-day registration. Figure 17 shows
the registration deadlines across the United States, and appendix IV
contains information about these deadlines.

"The Voting Rights Act Amendment of 1970 limited the close of registration to be
no more that 30 days before election day for presidential and vice-presidential
elections.
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Figure 17: Registration Deadlines Across the United States

Wi (13) ﬁ?(polls)

VT (10)
NH (10) ﬁ\(pons)

MEﬁ«

ID (24) ﬁ(pons)

OR (21)

CA (15)
NV (30) {2

UT (8)

Az@o) [ o "

HI (30) Legend:

Deadline, days before
the election

e B :0-28days B = Postmark deadline®
- 25 - 24 days ﬁ = Same-day registratior:)
at polls/election office
[ 21-20days
I:l 15 - 13 days
[ ] 12-10days
No voter registration

Note: Numbers in parentheses within the states indicate the actual number of days prior to a general
election that an application must be received at the local election office.
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2Postmark deadlines noted are different than deadlines for receiving the application at the local
election office.

®In Maine, for same-day registration, citizens were to register at a local election office rather than at
the polls.

Source: GAO review of state statutes and survey of state election directors.

Deadlines closer to election day, or election day itself, provide citizens
more time to apply to register. However, some local election officials
expressed concerns about not having enough time to process applications
if deadlines for their submission were shortened or eliminated. California
recently passed legislation that shortened its registration deadline from 29
days before an election to 15 days. A local election official in a very large
jurisdiction in California said that processing the registration applications,
sending out the sample ballots, and processing registrants absentee ballot
requests within 15 days, instead of 29 days, would be “impossible for a
major election.”

A few local election officials raised concerns about the possibility of voter
fraud, as there may not be time to verify an applicant’s eligibility. All of the
states that allowed same-day registration required citizens to sign a
registration oath or to show some proof of identification or residency when
applying to register. For example, Minnesota allowed citizens to register
on election day by completing the registration card under oath and by
providing proof of residence, such as a Minnesota driver’s license.
However, one local election official from a state that allowed same-day
registration said that she “didn’t believe same-day voter registration should
be allowed as there is little regulation, nor proper time to verify voters.”
The official noted that in the last election they averaged one [voter] a
minute. In contrast, officials in another jurisdiction that allowed same-day
registration said that they did not have concerns about fraud, nor did they
have concerns about verifying applications on election day.

In those states that had registration deadlines, local election officials in
jurisdictions we visited differed in how they dealt with applications
received after the deadline. In some jurisdictions, registrants were
informed via mail that their application was received late and that they
were not eligible to vote in the upcoming election. Officials in one large
jurisdiction said that applications were officially accepted for 5 working
days after the close of the registration period if the date on the form was
before the 30-day deadline. However, they said that in practice they
accepted registration applications at any time before the day of the
election.
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Obtaining Information From
Registrants Who Submit
Incomplete Applications

Local election officials we visited reviewed applications for completeness.
However, they varied in how they processed applications missing any of
the required or requested information. The variations included how strict
they were in accepting applications with missing information and how they
attempted to obtain missing information. In addition, even within the same
jurisdiction, applicants who submitted different types of forms lacking the
same piece of information were treated differently.

At one medium-sized jurisdiction we visited, election officials said that if
someone applying in person refused to provide his or her birth date, he or
she was registered if “it was clear” the individual was 18 or older. Officials
at some other jurisdictions said they called (if a phone number was
provided) or sent written notification to the applicant to get the missing
information. For example, in one large jurisdiction, officials told us if there
was not enough time for the applicant to provide the birth date before the
registration deadline, they registered him or her anyway and tried to get the
information at the polling precinct. The official at one small jurisdiction
said that when a birth date was missing from the application, she registered
the applicant and entered the birth date as January 1, 1850. She told us that
people were usually more than willing to correct that date at the polls.

Differences in Processing Applications Within the Same
Jurisdiction

Even within the same jurisdiction, there were differences in how
applications missing the same piece of information were treated. Officials
at these jurisdictions told us these differences were the result of accepting
different types of application forms for registration. For example, in one
large jurisdiction we visited where the last four digits of the social security
number were required by the state, applicants who did not provide the
information were treated differently, depending on the form they used to
apply. Officials at that jurisdiction told us that some motor vehicle
authorities were still using an old voter registration form that did not
request the social security information. In order not to disadvantage these
applicants, they were registered without having to provide the information
and were able to vote in the November 2000 election. Other applicants in
the same jurisdiction downloaded and used the National Mail Voter
Registration Form from the Internet. That form also did not ask for the
social security number, although the state-specific directions for the form
noted that the information was required and instructed applicants to
provide it. Notices were sent to any applicants who used the National Mail
Voter Registration Form and did not provide the social security
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Verifying Information on the
Application

information. Unless they reapplied with the social security information,
they were not registered or allowed to vote in the November 2000 election.

In another very large jurisdiction, election officials told us that the standard
state voter registration form asked for information on place of birth and
that applicants who mailed the standard state form but did not provide
their place of birth, were put in a “pending” status and were notified by mail
that they would not be registered until the information was provided.
However, when applicants used the National Mail Voter Registration Form
or the FPCA, which did not request the applicant’s place of birth, the
officials told us they registered the applicant and then tried to obtain the
information by sending the registrant a letter requesting the place of birth.

At one medium-sized jurisdiction we visited, the officials told us that if an
applicant registered in person, he or she had to use a state form and
present identification, but if the same applicant registered by mail, the
National Mail Voter Registration Form could be used and no identification
was required.

When jurisdictions received completed applications, the degree to which
they verified the information on the forms to ensure the applicant was truly
eligible to vote, based on statutory requirements, varied. Some local
officials in jurisdictions we visited said they considered the registration
application process to be an honor system and they simply relied on the
applicant to tell the truth. All registration applications in the jurisdictions
we visited required the applicant to sign an oath declaring that they were
citizens and were eligible to vote. In other cases, an applicant may have
had to present identification at the time of application. Officials at one very
large jurisdiction told us they verified application information for a random
1 percent of all applicants. A form letter and a copy of the registration
application were mailed to these applicants, who were asked to complete
and return the form as verification of the application. We found varying
degrees of checks on citizenship, residency, and multiple registrations to
ensure that the applicant was qualified to register.
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Citizenship

On the basis of our telephone survey, we estimate that 34 percent (plus or
minus 11 percent)'® of jurisdictions nationwide checked for U.S. citizenship
to determine initial and/or continued eligibility for voter registration. Some
election officials said that they checked that the affirmation on the
application was signed or that the applicant had marked the box on the
application indicating that he or she was a citizen. Other election officials
told us they used jury lists to compare with voter registration records, since
some people identified themselves as noncitizens as a reason for declining
to perform jury duty. However, some local election officials we met with
indicated that they had no way to verify that an applicant was indeed a
citizen.

Address/Residency
A A5

National Survey Results

We estimate that nearly all (96 percent) jurisdictions nationwide checked
whether an individual’s address was outside of their jurisdiction to determine
eligibility for voter registration.

GAO Telephone Survey of Jurisdictions

On the basis of our telephone survey, we estimate that 96 percent of
jurisdictions nationwide checked whether an individual’s address was
outside of their jurisdiction. Some local election officials we visited used
street maps or city planning files to confirm whether an address was a valid
location within their jurisdiction. Others said that they used information
such as property tax appraisal and building permit files to verify addresses
within their jurisdictions.

18 Confidence intervals for our telephone survey were calculated at the 95-percent
confidence level. Unless otherwise noted, all estimates have a confidence interval of plus or
minus 11 percentage points or less. For a more detailed discussion of sampling errors, see
appendix I, Objectives, Scope, and Methodology.
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Multiple Registrations

Multiple registrations of the same person could potentially occur when
registrants either reapplied at any of the locations allowing voter
registration or submitted changes to their registration information using a
new application form. For example, some local election officials noted that
people think that they need to register every time they get their driver’s
license renewed. Multiple registrations could also occur when registrants
submit changes on an application form and it is processed as a new
application instead of being used to update the existing registration. Local
election officials in some jurisdictions said that both of these situations
could require time and effort to research the application. As one local
election official noted:

“You can ask any county clerk in the state and they will tell you that the biggest problem is
motor voter. Residents can register at the welfare office, the health department, the motor
vehicle authorities, and they do, time and again. This results in tons of registrations which
are costly and time-consuming to sort through and check against records.”

Y

National Survey Results

We estimate that nearly all (99 percent) jurisdictions nationwide checked
whether an individual was already registered within their jurisdiction to
determine eligibility for voter registration.

GAO Telephone Survey of Jurisdictions

On the basis of our telephone survey, we estimate that 99 percent of
jurisdictions nationwide checked whether an individual was already
registered in their jurisdiction. Jurisdictions we visited varied in the
processes they used to check for multiple registrants. For example, in a
medium-sized jurisdiction we were told that the state provided the election
officials with a report identifying possible duplicate registrants. The
officials investigated these and canceled any they found to be duplicates.
In many jurisdictions we visited, however, officials checked new
registration applications against records of registered citizens.

Officials in several jurisdictions noted that names alone were not a
sufficient identification source. For example, after the November 2000
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Confirming Registration Status

election, the Illinois State Board of Elections completed a brief analysis of
multiple registrations by looking at voter registration records submitted by
local election officials in all but 2 counties in the state. Using data
collected between December 15, 2000 and February 28, 2001, the study
found that of 7,197,838 voters registered in Illinois, 143,080, or 2 percent,
were multiple instances of the same voter. The study also found that there
were 283 people registered as “Maria Rodriguez” in Chicago and 159 as
“Jose Hernandez.” There were also 919 “Robert Smiths” registered in
Illinois. The study noted that “additional criteria are needed to
differentiate these voters, as they are obviously not all multiple
registrations of the same person.” According to some local election
officials, using social security numbers to identify registered voters helped
to avoid multiple registrations of the same person. One small jurisdiction
we visited used the first three letters of the last name and date of birth to
identify any registrants who may already be registered.

Despite concerns raised by some officials, others said they did not consider
multiple applications to be a problem. Some officials saw their role as one
of encouraging people to register to vote. In one small jurisdiction, election
officials said that citizens were encouraged to reapply by officials at the
motor vehicle authority if there was any doubt that they were registered.
The election officials said they supported this reapplication because they
wanted to register as many people as possible. Another local election
official pointed out that multiple registrations did not necessarily translate
directly into people voting multiple times:

“...We were even on 60 Minutes in 1998 with our 16,000 fraudulent voter
registrations....However, we did track those. We did not have a single one of those people
vote.”

After accepting a registration application, election officials informed the
applicant that he or she had been registered. In all of the jurisdictions that
we visited, officials informed citizens that they had been registered by
mailing a voter registration card or letter (an example of which is shown in
figure 18). Registration confirmation was also an important step in the
verification process. Local election officials told us that registration
confirmations were mailed as nonforwardable mail and thus also served as
a check on the registrant actually living at the address provided. In
addition, the confirmation allowed registrants to review and correct any
information about their registration status before election day.
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Figure 18: Example of Voter Registration Card in Clark County, Washington

NEW VOTER REGISTRATION CARD AND POLLING PLACE MEMORANDUM

IF ANY INFORMATION ON THIS CARD IS INCORRECT
PLEASE CALL OR NOTIFY THE ELECTIONS DEPARTMENT
AS SOON AS POSSIBLE.

PLEASE SIGN AND KEEP THIS CARD

THIS NEW CARD ISSUED PURSUANT TO:
[0 1. NEW REGISTRATION

[0 2. TRANSFER

[J 3. POLLING PLACE CHANGE

CLARK COUNTY AUDITOR

CERTIFICATE OF REGISTRATION

CLARK COUNTY. STATE OF WASHINGTON

REG. NO.
TO CERTIFY THE VOTER REGISTRATION FOE)

™

District Code
This information is accurate as of

X

APT. NO.

FOLD HERE

Precinct

Signature of Registered Voter

POLLING PLACE MEMORANDUM

You will vote at the Polling Places listed below unless you
receive mailed information from this office directing you
elsewhere.

Your Polling Place for all regular Primary and General
Elections is:

Your Polling Place for Special School Elections is:

+880-2¢2 (£0S) « "ONI ‘SWHO4 SSINISNE SIEON TT¥O H3AHO3H OL

ABSENTEE BALLOT INFORMATION

If you will be away from the area for any election or unable to go to vour
poliing place, you can obtain an apsentee baliot:.

In order to obtain an absentee baliot
Telephone : 397 - 2345
Mall in a signed request to the Elections Department
P.0. Box 8815, Vancouver, WA. 98666 - 8815
You may pick up a baliot for yourself or Immediate family member
20 days prior to an election. The elections office is located at
1500 D Street, vancouver

Absentee ballots can be §sued up to the day before an election. Ballots
will be counted if they have been received by us or postmarked by election
day. Be sure to allow sufficient time for the mails to deliver the ballot to
You and return it to us in time to be counted.

CLARK COUNTY ELECTIONS DEPARTMENT
P.0. BOX 8815
VANCOUVER , WASHINGTON 98666 - 8815
Telephone ( 360 ) 397 - 2345

This card is your official record that you are a reqgistered voter of the State
Of Washington and Clark County. This card is not proof of U.S. citizenship

under our election taws , your registration is permanent as long as you
vote in at least one of every two federal elections. Federal elections are
heid in even-numbered years

Should you move o another county or state, It will be necessary for you to
re-register. washington has a thirty day mail-in or fifteen day in person
registration requirement prior to voting.

If yOU are registered ana move within Clark County simply telephone us at
397 - 2345 to update your registration

County Aditor
Ex-Officio Supervisar of Elections

Source: Local election officials in Clark County, Washington.

Some jurisdictions varied in how they confirmed individuals’ registration
status close to the date of elections. A few local election officials said that
closer to election day they might not have been sufficiently staffed to
confirm all applicants’ registrations.
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Local Election Officials
Expressed Concerns About
Processing Applications
Submitted at Motor Vehicle
Authorities

Incomplete and Illegible
Applications

Y

National Survey Results

We estimate that about 46 percent of jurisdictions nationwide had problems
with NVRA during the November 2000 election.

GAO Telephone Survey of Jurisdictions

NVRA expanded the opportunities for citizens to apply for registration to
include submitting applications at motor vehicle authorities, and in the
recent election cycle, such applications have increased. Local election
officials around the country expressed concerns about processing
applications submitted at motor vehicle authorities. At most of the
jurisdictions we visited, applications submitted by citizens at motor vehicle
authorities were hand delivered, mailed, or electronically transmitted to a
state or local election office. On the basis of our telephone survey, we
estimate that 46 percent of jurisdictions nationwide had problems, in
general, with NVRA registrations during the November 2000 election.
Officials most frequently noted challenges with processing incomplete or
illegible applications, applications that arrived late at the local election
office, and applications that never arrived. According to local election
officials, each of these three situations could result in individuals showing
up at the polls to vote and discovering that they were never registered.
Local election officials offered suggestions to address these problems, such
as using technology, expanding voter education, and increasing training at
motor vehicle authorities.

Local election officials at the jurisdictions we visited described instances in
which they received incomplete or illegible applications from the state
motor vehicles authorities that

¢ had incomplete or incorrect addresses;

® were missing signatures;

e were missing required information, such as date of birth or social
security number; and

¢ had signatures that were illegible or did not match the typed name on
the application.
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Late Applications

Applications That Never Arrived
at Local Election Offices

Election Officials’ Suggested
Ways to Improve Registration at
Motor Vehicle Authorities

In particular, one challenge that local election officials noted involved state
statutory requirements for an original signature on the registration
application. Local election officials in jurisdictions that received
applications via electronic transmission also had to receive a separate
paper application that contained the applicant’s original signature.
Officials in a large jurisdiction we visited noted problems because the
mailed signature cards did not arrive at the same time as the electronically
submitted applications and, in some instances, took up to 3 months to
arrive.

Processing late applications submitted at motor vehicle authorities was a
challenge in some of the jurisdictions that we visited. In one medium-sized
jurisdiction, applications dated in July were received at the election office
with October transmittal dates from the motor vehicle authority. For the
November 2000 election, to speed up the process of mailing applications,
one large jurisdiction arranged to send elections staff to the offices of the
motor vehicle authority on the last day citizens could apply to register to
pick up and deliver the applications directly to the county elections office.

When election offices failed to receive applications, citizens could show up
to vote on election day to find that they were not registered. Local election
officials we met with described the following accounts of citizens not
included on registration lists showing up at polling precincts on election
day claiming that they had registered to vote at a motor vehicle authority.

¢ In one very large jurisdiction we visited, between September 15, 2000,
and November 28, 2000, a total of 688 calls were received from potential
voters who claimed they had either registered or changed their address
through the motor vehicle authority. Upon investigation of these cases,
39 percent needed to either register or reregister at their current
address.

¢ In one medium-sized jurisdiction, 22 percent of citizens who were not on
registration lists, but who claimed that they had registered, said they did
so at a motor vehicle authority. However, the local election official
believed that most of these citizens were not registered to vote.

Election officials suggested ways for addressing the occurrence of a citizen
showing up at the polls on election day after incorrectly assuming that he
or she had registered to vote at a motor vehicle authority. These fixes
included implementing technology options, such as electronically
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submitting applications, increasing voter education efforts, and providing
training opportunities for motor vehicle authority employees.

Implementing Technology Options

Local election officials relied on available technology and suggested
changes to current systems they believed could address problems with
registration applications. Some local election officials suggested that voter
registration information be transmitted electronically to election offices.
Officials in two small jurisdictions in the same state described how
registration information was sent electronically from the motor vehicle
authority to the statewide voter registration system, which then sent the
information to the jurisdiction in which the applicant wished to be
registered. In addition, local election officials in a medium-sized
jurisdiction said they would like to redesign the application used to apply at
motor vehicle authorities to allow a user to input registration information
into a computer and have an application print out for the applicant to sign
and submit. However, electronic transmission of registration applications
in states that required an original signature on an application would still
require that a paper copy be transferred to local election officials.

Voter Education Efforts

Several local election officials stressed the need for increased voter
education efforts. The following are examples of suggestions elections
officials made during our site visits and interviews:

Increased public education may reduce the number of people who come to vote on election
day believing they are registered when they are not. The public should be educated about
the importance of receiving the confirmation card in the mail after registering and the
importance of saving the receipt given to voters who register at the motor vehicle authority
until the confirmation card is received.

“The biggest problem is that voters are not educated on motor voter procedures. New voters
misunderstand that a driver license card is not a voter registration card... that they are
applying to register to vote, not actually registering to vote... Motor voter has helped
registration activities in the latest election because it has provided a steadier stream of new
voters. But, the enactment of motor voter makes it easier for applicants to place the blame
for registration problems on others instead of themselves.”

Training Opportunities for Motor Vehicle Authority Employees

As a result of NVRA, election officials were to share some of the
responsibility of administering voter registration with motor vehicle
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authorities, whose primary purpose is unrelated to election administration.
Some local election officials felt that, as a result, the registration process
was more difficult to manage, and that motor vehicle authority staff had
too much responsibility for registering voters. Others we surveyed and met
with agreed that for motor voter programs to successfully function, motor
vehicle authority staff needed to be trained about registering voters. In one
very large jurisdiction we visited, local election officials coordinated with
motor vehicle staff to provide training sessions and information about
registering voters. In one small jurisdiction, a local election official was
situated in the lobby of the motor vehicle authority. The election official
provided voter registration services to reduce the number of citizens who
mistakenly believed that they had registered and to reduce the number of
applications denied due to missing or incomplete information.

Compiling Voter
Registration Lists

¢ Lists Had Multiple Uses and Helped Ensure That Only Qualified
Persons Voted

e Officials Used Different Methods, Providing Varying Capabilities, to
Compile Lists

Election officials compiled confirmed registration applications into lists of
registered voters for use throughout the election process. Officials used
different technologies and systems to compile the lists, and each system
had different capabilities and limitations.

Voter Registration Lists Had
Multiple Uses and Helped

Ensure That Only Qualified
Persons Voted

Election officials used lists of registered voters for several purposes. A
citizen’s access to voting was based primarily on the appearance of his or
her name on such a list. For example, for both absentee and election day
voting, election officials typically verified an individual’s eligibility using a
list of registered voters or a poll book before allowing him or her to vote.
In some jurisdictions, officials also used registration lists for defining who
in the jurisdiction received election-related information like sample ballots
or voter information guides. The registration lists also provided election
officials with a basis for determining the quantity of supplies, such as
ballots and voting machines and the numbers of personnel needed on
election day.
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Officials Used Different
Methods, Which Provided
Varying Capabilities, to
Compile Registration
Applications Into a List of
Registered Voters

Local Automated Voter
Registration Systems

Jurisdictions With Their Own
Systems

States and local election jurisdictions used different systems to compile
registration applications into a list of registered voters. Some officials
compiled voter registration lists manually or, as most did, through an
automated system. All of the local election jurisdictions we visited used
automated systems to compile registration lists. Some jurisdictions used a
local computerized system for maintaining registration lists, and others
were linked to a statewide automated voter registration system. The
various systems provided different capabilities, such as those for
processing applicants’ signatures, generating reports and notifications for
registrants, and sharing information with other jurisdictions.

Many of the local election jurisdictions we visited used local automated
voter registration systems. Local election officials told us that, in
comparison to manual systems, their automated systems saved time and
effort by allowing them to more easily perform a number of routine tasks.
Some jurisdictions operated their own local voter registration system, and
others shared a jurisdiction-wide system with other government offices in
the jurisdiction.

Y

National Survey Results

We estimate that 61 percent of jurisdictions nationwide had their own
computerized voter registration system.

GAO Telephone Survey of Jurisdictions

On the basis of our telephone survey, we estimate that 61 percent of
Jjurisdictions nationwide had their own computerized voter registration
system.' Local election officials we visited noted that their systems
allowed them to retain possession and control of their voter registration
lists at all times, and to perform several functions, such as

19 There are more than 10,000 election jurisdictions, which include counties, cities,
townships, and villages, in the United States.
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checking for duplicate registrations within their jurisdiction,
updating registration records,

generating forms and letters to send to registrants, and
compiling and producing reports.

Some automated systems provided additional capabilities and features.
Several local election jurisdictions used systems that scanned an
applicant’s signature from the application into the voter registration
system. The automated system used by one very large jurisdiction
interfaced with the jurisdiction’s system for election tallying, and with
geographic street reference files, which were used for assigning registrants
to a precinct.

Jurisdiction Wide Automated Systems

Some jurisdictions used an automated system that was part of the central
computer system that ran applications in support of other county
functions. Officials at one medium-sized jurisdiction told us that with their
automated system they could perform all of the routine election-related
tasks. However, jurisdictions that shared with the county system could
have problems based on the capacity limits of the county’s servers, and the
need for extra security to maintain the integrity of the election-related
functions of the system. We visited one medium-sized jurisdiction that was
in the process of implementing its own voter registration system. A local
election official in that jurisdiction said that they were “being kicked off the
county’s system” because their computer needs had outgrown the system.

Sharing Information With States and Other Jurisdictions

On the basis of our telephone survey, we estimate that 75 percent of
jurisdictions nationwide used or shared information with a statewide
computerized voter registration system. Of the jurisdictions we visited that
had automated systems, many shared registration information with the
state election office. Some shared information electronically, providing
registration lists to the state periodically. For example, one medium-sized
jurisdiction we visited provided the state a computerized file of their
registration list every 6 months.

Some local election officials in the jurisdictions that we visited noted that
there were limitations in their capacity to share information on a real-time
basis. Officials in one medium-sized jurisdiction said that while they
provided the state a computerized file of their registration list, the
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Statewide Automated Voter
Registration Systems

jurisdiction had no automated method for checking the registration list
against those of other jurisdictions to identify potential duplicates. In May
2001, their state conducted a study of multiple registrations by matching
computerized voter registration files using registrants’ names and dates of
birth. The study identified as many as 10 percent of the people on that
jurisdiction’s registration list that might also have been registered to vote in
another jurisdiction in the state.

In two very large jurisdictions in one state we visited, the state operated a
statewide database that contained information provided by all of the state’s
jurisdictions, its motor vehicle authority, and its Bureau of Vital Statistics.
The state system provided the jurisdictions with query capability. Local
election officials said that, through queries, they could identify registrants
on their list, who might also be on the registration list of another
jurisdiction in the state, who were officially reported to have died, or who
had moved. However, officials there noted that the jurisdictions were not
directly on-line with the system.

We visited several jurisdictions that were linked to a statewide voter
registration system. In most of these jurisdictions, states had provided
software allowing on-line access to a central voter database. The local
officials told us of a number of advantages the statewide system provided
them. Specifically, they noted the reduced potential for duplicate
registrations in the state and the ability to electronically receive
applications submitted at motor vehicle authorities.

Reducing Multiple Registrations Within the State

In one state with a statewide voter registration system, we met with local
officials who said that their system significantly reduced the potential for
multiple registrations in the state. When a citizen reregistered in a new
jurisdiction in the state, his or her registration was automatically cancelled
in the former jurisdiction of residence. Local election officials in another
state said their statewide system automatically flagged potential multiple
registrations before transmitting applications to the appropriate local
election official. These officials also noted that their statewide voter
registration system was linked to the motor vehicle authority and flagged
potential multiple registration applications submitted from that source.
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Information Sharing With Other
States

Coordination With Motor Vehicle Authorities

Some of the statewide systems in jurisdictions that we visited were linked
to motor vehicle authorities. Such a linkage decreased the potential for
losing application information in the process of transferring it from the
application site to the local election office. Local election officials in one
small jurisdiction told us the motor vehicle authority transmitted the
application to the state office, which then transmitted the application to the
jurisdiction in which the applicant lived. At another small jurisdiction the
officials told us that, for each application, the motor vehicle authority
created a record in the state-operated voter registration database and the
local election officials retrieved the application information that applied to
their residents.

On the basis of our telephone survey, we estimate that 74 percent of
jurisdictions nationwide used information from local jurisdictions in other
states to help maintain their registration lists. Some local election officials
we visited told us that they shared voter registration information with other
states and jurisdictions from time to time. For example, in a large
jurisdiction we visited, of the 5,299 voters removed from the registration
list in 2000, 1,571 were as a result of notifications from other states about
the individuals moving to a new state. Officials in the jurisdiction showed
us notices from a Florida and a Utah jurisdiction informing them about
voters who had recently moved and should be removed from their
registration list. Some agreements to share information were established
by neighboring states or jurisdictions. For example, a local election official
in the District of Columbia told us that they were beginning to exchange
voter registration lists with surrounding states, after having compared
registration lists with several nearby counties in 1997. In contrast, states
could also choose not to share information. For example, election officials
in one state we visited were statutorily prohibited from providing voter
registration lists to other states, since only candidates and certain other
designated individuals were allowed to view lists of registered voters.
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Voter Registration List
Maintenance

¢ NVRA and State Election Codes Provided for Registration
Cancellation in Certain Situations

¢ Officials Relied on Information From Numerous Sources to Maintain
Lists

e Officials Had Varying Degrees of Confidence in Their Lists

e Statewide Systems Provided Benefits, but Required Resources and
Coordination to Develop and Maintain

In addition to processing new applications, election officials maintained
lists of registered voters, which involved the continual updating and
deleting of information from the registration list, using information from
numerous sources to keep voter registration lists accurate and current.
Election officials reported difficulties in obtaining accurate and timely
information from these sources and expressed varying degrees of
confidence in the accuracy and currency of their registration lists.
Statewide voter registration systems offered the potential to assist election
officials with establishing and maintaining registration lists.

Federal Law and State
Election Codes Provided
For Registration List
Maintenance and Provided
for Cancellation of
Registration Under Certain
Circumstances

In passing NVRA, the federal government attempted to establish uniformity
in certain list maintenance processes. NVRA required states to conduct a
uniform and nondiscriminatory “general program” that makes a reasonable
effort to remove ineligible voters from the list. NVRA permitted removing
the names of individuals upon

e written confirmation of a change of address outside the election
jurisdiction,

¢ achange of address along with failure to respond to confirmation

mailings and failure to vote in any election within two subsequent

general federal elections,

the request of the registrant,

death,

mental incapacity as provided for in state law, and

criminal conviction as provided for in state law.

One of the purposes of NVRA was to ensure that once an individual was
registered to vote, he or she remained on the voting list as long as he or she
remained eligible to vote in the same jurisdiction. NVRA’s list maintenance
provisions specifically prohibited removing a name from the voter
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registration list solely for failure to vote or for a change of address to
another location within the same election jurisdiction.

The state election codes for all 50 states and the District of Columbia
specifically provided for registration list maintenance and required
cancellation of registrations under certain circumstances. An examination
of the state statutes cited in our nationwide survey of state election
officials showed that “purge” or registration cancellation requirements
varied from state to state but were primarily based upon change of
residency, death, criminal conviction, and mental incapacity. Most of the
states examined required in certain cases that registered voters be
informed of changes made to their registration status. See appendix IV for
selected statutory requirements for list maintenance for the 21 states we
visited.

Election Officials Relied on
Information From
Numerous Sources to
Maintain Their Registration
Lists

Local election officials at the jurisdictions we visited used a number
sources of information and a variety of procedures to remove the names of
registrants no longer eligible to vote. Local election officials used
information obtained from these sources to both systematically verify the
registration list and conduct ongoing identification efforts aimed at
removal of ineligible registrants. However, officials noted difficulties with
obtaining accurate and current information to perform list maintenance.
Figure 19 shows an example of a list maintenance process and some of the
numerous sources of information that local election officials could use to
maintain accurate and current registration lists.
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Figure 19: Example of List Maintenance Process

Voter provides information
directly, either by responding
to a mass mailing or by
completing a “change of
information/address” form

USPS compiles information
on people who have moved.
Election offices exchange
information and compare
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Voter submits change
of address information to
the U.S. Postal Service

The DMV sends the
information to the
local election office®
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Legend: DMV = Department of Motor Vehicles, an example of a motor vehicle authority as defined in
this report; NVRA = National Voter Registration Act of 1993; USPS = U.S. Postal Service.

Note: These are some general sources of information that local election officials used to maintain voter
registration lists and do not represent an exhaustive list of all potential sources.

#\/oters can make changes to registration information at NVRA-designated agencies.
®Information may be collected at the county or state level.
‘Information may be transmitted through the state elections office.

Source: GAO analysis of site visits with local election officials.

Systematic Verification of Election officials used various means to systematically verify their

Registration Lists registration lists and identify voters who were no longer eligible to be
registered, either because they moved or because they failed to respond to
certain confirmation mailings. These means included mass mailings,
comparing their entire voter registration list against information from the
U.S. Postal Service National Change of Address (NCOA) program, and
conducting door-to-door canvassing.

Mass Mailings

Some of the jurisdictions we visited relied on mass mailings of
nonforwardable election-related material to confirm registrants’ eligibility.
For example, officials in one large jurisdiction mailed a nonforwardable
sample ballot to every registered voter before each election. If the ballot
was returned as undeliverable, the officials sent forwardable mailings
asking the registrant to confirm his or her address. Registrants who
responded either remained on the registration list or, if their current
address was outside the election jurisdiction, were removed from the
registration list. Those who did not respond were designated inactive
within the registration system. Within NVRA provisions, an inactive
registrant can be removed from the registration list if he or she has not
voted during the period of time between the date of the required
confirmation notice and the second general election for federal office
which occurs after the date of the notice. Some other jurisdictions we
visited also conducted mass mailings using the same basic process.
However, they used different mailing materials, such as voter registration
confirmation cards or voter guides, conducted the mailings with different
frequencies (i.e., every 2 years or 5 years) and/or targeted the mailings to
those registrants who failed to vote in two federal elections.

Mass mailings, because they typically included every registered voter on

the list, were costly compared to other verification checks that targeted
particular groups of registrants, such as those who had moved. Also, the
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results were incomplete, since many people who had moved did not always
confirm their change of address. According to FEC, from 1999 through
2000, local election officials mailed a nationwide total of 18,892,331
confirmation notices to persons who were reported to have moved outside
the local election jurisdiction, and there was a 23-percent response rate to
these notices.

U.S. Postal Service’s National Change of Address Program

v

National Survey Results

We estimate that 70 percent of jurisdictions nationwide used information
from the U.S. Postal Service to help maintain accurate voter registration lists.

GAO Telephone Survey of Jurisdictions

On the basis of our telephone survey, we estimate that 70 percent of
jurisdictions nationwide used U.S. Postal Service information to help
maintain accurate voter registration lists. Election officials used the U.S.
Postal Service’s computerized NCOA files to match against their
registration lists to identify those registrants who had moved. Some
officials we visited said they relied on private vendors to perform the
match; others contracted with the U.S. Postal Service to compare voter
files with postal records.

The change of address program relied on registrants completing a change-
of-address form to allow for the forwarding of mail. The NCOA files did not
identify all people who moved because some did not submit a change of
address form, nor did the files capture information about other sources of
removal, such as deaths or criminal convictions. Some local election
officials we visited expressed concerns that postal information did not
always match information from their jurisdictions.

Door-to-Door Canvass
Two of the jurisdictions we visited used their required annual census as a

means of verifying their registration lists. In one small jurisdiction,
registrants who did not respond to the town’s annual census and had not
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Verifying Individual Registration
Status

voted in 2 years were placed in inactive status and notified of this change in
status. If they remained inactive for another 2 years, they were removed
from the registration rolls and notified of their removal. In another small
jurisdiction, registrants were designated inactive if they did not respond to
the town census and were removed from the rolls after no response to two
subsequent confirmation letters.

Election officials received information from a variety of sources to make
individual changes to registration lists, including from state motor vehicle
authorities, directly from the registrant, and from a variety of other
sources, such as county and state courts.

r

National Survey Results

To help maintain accurate voter registration lists, we estimate the following:
» Sixty-four percent of jurisdictions nationwide used information from motor
vehicle authorities.
* Ninety-three percent of jurisdictions nationwide used information from
registrants.

GAO Telephone Survey of Jurisdictions

Motor Vehicle Authorities

Officials at many of the jurisdictions we visited said they received
information from motor vehicle authorities on changes registrants made to
their voter registration information. On the basis of our telephone survey,
we estimate that 64 percent of jurisdictions nationwide used information
from motor vehicle authorities to help maintain accurate voter registration
lists. Motor vehicle authorities conveyed information about changes to a
registrant’s information to election officials in a variety of ways, and some
officials said timeliness was often a problem.

Registrant

On the basis of our telephone survey, we estimate that 93 percent of
jurisdictions nationwide used information received directly from
registrants to help maintain their registration lists. Registrants could have
their names removed from the list at their request. They could also request
changes to their registration information, such as name or address. Some
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local election officials said that although registered voters were required to
inform them of any change of address, the registrants frequently failed to
do so. The officials told us they believed registrants were not aware of this
requirement and that the problem was escalating due to the increasing
transience of the population. The mobility of the population created a
challenge for local election officials in one very large jurisdiction we visited
where it is estimated that approximately 15 to 20 percent of the
jurisdiction’s population moves each year.

Other Sources

Officials used a variety of other sources to identify registrants made
ineligible by death, criminal conviction, or mental incompetence.

Deaths

Local election officials obtained information about the deaths of registrants
from sources such as state and county departments of health or vital
statistics, the state election office, and newspaper obituaries. Most of the
officials with whom we met said they received lists of death notices from
their state’s department of health and removed those listed from their
registration lists. Officials in some jurisdictions complained that this
process was not always timely. Some said they had not received a death
listing for several months; others said it was sometimes more than 1 year.

Some officials also reviewed newspaper obituaries and used them as a
basis for removing registrants from their registration lists. In three small
jurisdictions we visited, the local election official was also responsible for
issuing death certificates, as the local election official was the clerk of the
jurisdiction. Officials in some jurisdictions expressed concern that they
often do not find out about registrants who die in other states. In some
jurisdictions we visited, registrants were removed from the registration
lists on the basis of a death notification from a family member. In others,
the individual reporting the death of a registrant had to provide a copy of
the death certificate for the name to be removed from the list.

Criminal Status
Officials from most of the jurisdictions we visited said that they relied on
information from the court system to identify convicted felons. However,

some of those officials also said that the court system did not always notify
them of criminal convictions or releases. For example, in one large
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jurisdiction we visited, officials said that they received no information on
convictions from the court system. Some jurisdictions said they
occasionally received information on convicted felons within their
jurisdiction, but timeliness was often an issue. For example, one large
jurisdiction said they had not received any information on felony
convictions in over a year. Some of the jurisdictions we visited received no
information of felons convicted outside of their counties or states.

If the court system provided information about criminal convictions, local
election officials in some states had to interpret and spend time and effort
researching a particular individual’s case to determine whether voting
rights had been restored. For example, in Delaware, those convicted of
certain offenses, such as murder, manslaughter, felony sexual offenses, or
certain public corruption offenses, may not have voting rights restored.
Any other person who is disqualified as a voter may vote 5 years after
expiration of sentence, including probation or parole, or upon being
pardoned, whichever occurs first. Thus, election officials in Delaware
would need to investigate a particular individual’s offense and sentence to
determine whether he or she was eligible to vote.

Mental Competence

Officials at some of the jurisdictions we visited said they did not routinely
receive information from the courts on persons who, as a result of mental
incompetence, were no longer eligible to vote. Officials in one large
jurisdiction in a statewide system said that the election office did not
normally receive information about mental incompetence. Officials in a
few jurisdictions said that the only information on mental incompetence
was the affidavit the voter signed on the registration form affirming he or
she was not mentally incompetent. Where mental incompetence was an
eligibility restriction, several officials said they had not removed or could
not remember removing anyone from their rolls for this reason. An official
in one large jurisdiction said such a disqualification had not happened in 27
years. Local election officials from two jurisdictions said that should they
receive information from the courts on a state mental capacity restriction,
they would send a confirmation letter to the registrant. Officials in other
jurisdictions said they had no process for removing registrants for this
criterion.
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Local Election Officials
Expressed Varying Degrees
of Confidence in the
Accuracy and Currency of
Their Lists

The maintenance of registration lists depended not only on the actions of
election officials, but also on the timely receipt of accurate information
from numerous sources. Some local election officials expressed concern
about the accuracy and currency of their voter registration rolls, while
others felt that as a result of NVRA, the voter registration lists were more
accurate.

Some local election officials were not able to access information on a
timely basis. On the basis of our telephone survey, we estimate that 84
percent of jurisdictions nationwide checked death records and 76 percent
of jurisdictions nationwide checked ineligibility due to a criminal
conviction initially and/or on a continual basis. However, we estimate that
only 40 percent of jurisdictions nationwide had the ability to make death
record checks on a “real-time” or immediate basis. Similarly, only 33
percent of jurisdictions nationwide had the ability to make criminal
conviction checks on a real-time basis.

Some election officials we visited expressed concern about “bloated
registration rolls,” which they said resulted from NVRA’s list maintenance
provisions that limit the ways registrants can be removed from lists.
According to some local election officials, the names of ineligible voters
(i.e., those who had moved from the jurisdiction or died) had to remain on
the lists as inactive voters primarily because the officials were unable to
obtain verification in order to remove them. One local election official
from a large jurisdiction opined that voter registration lists have been
inflated because it is now easier to register, while names cannot be
removed as easily. Some local election officials said that having these
inactive registrants on the list affected other aspects of the election
process. For example, one local election official in a medium-sized
jurisdiction noted that “swelled rolls” made it more difficult to order
election supplies and to project the number of voters who are going to
show up to vote. Another local election official in a very large jurisdiction
we visited noted:

“Currently, we are required to keep voters who have moved and a third party, primarily the
post office, has notified us that they do not live at that residence. We cannot cancel them off
our voter rolls. We have to carry them on an inactive roll. In the jurisdiction, we have about
200,000 of those people on the inactive roll that we have to supply to those poll workers. Yet,
in looking at our database, about 100 of those actually show up and vote.”

Despite concerns, some election officials felt that NVRA had increased the
accuracy of the voter rolls because registration lists were updated more

Page 94 GAO-02-3 Elections



Chapter 2
Voter Registration

frequently. They also noted that because NVRA increased the opportunities
and locations at which to register, the registration workload had stabilized
over the year. Officials in one small jurisdiction noted that NVRA had
greatly helped them to purge inactive voters from registration lists
following confirmation mailings. Officials said their list is now “more pure”
in terms of having more “real” registered voters.

Information about the accuracy and currency of voter registration lists
nationwide was difficult to obtain, and even more difficult to find was
information on the extent of the effect of errors on voter registration lists.
Errors and inaccuracies, such as multiple registrations or ineligible voters
appearing on the list, could occur as a result of different reasons. However,
when explicitly asked about problems with list maintenance in the
November 2000 election, most local election officials did not indicate that
they had any problems.

Statewide Voter
Registration Systems
Provided Benefits, but
Required Resources and
Coordination to Develop
and Maintain

Benefits of Statewide Voter
Registration Systems

Thirteen states and the District of Columbia operated statewide voter
registration systems, which covered all local jurisdictions.* Several other
states were implementing such systems, while others operated systems
with some local jurisdictions on-line. Local election officials we visited
described benefits that statewide voter registration systems provided.
However, the implementation and maintenance of such systems required
significant resources and the coordination of many jurisdictions.

Local election officials in jurisdictions we visited that had statewide
registration systems described several benefits of their system. These
benefits included

* real-time access to information about registrants from other
jurisdictions in the state, and potentially in other states;

¢ the reduction of duplicate registrations across the state; and

¢ the potential for instant transmittal of registration applications and
information from state motor vehicle authorities and other intake
offices to the appropriate election official.

# GAO analysis of information from site visits and information compiled by
Election Data Services, Inc., and updated by the Connecticut Office of Legislative
Research, and the National Commission on Federal Election Reform.
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Limitations of a Statewide
System

FEC described several benefits for list maintenance to operating an
automated statewide voter registration system. These benefits included
capabilities to

“handily” remove names of registrants by reason of death, felony

conviction, and mental incompetence;

¢ run the statewide list against NCOA files to identify persons who have
moved and left a forwarding address with the U.S. Postal Service;

® receive cancellation notices electronically from motor vehicle
authorities, or from other election jurisdictions throughout the nation;

¢ perform internal checks to guard against multiple or improper
registrations;

¢ handle any or all of the mailings required under NVRA, such as
acknowledgement notices, confirmation notices, and verification
mailings; and

e generate much of the data that FEC required under provisions of NVRA.

Statewide voter registration systems had the potential to assist election
officials with establishing and maintaining registration lists. However,
implementing a statewide system required resources, time, and the
coordination of multiple jurisdictions. Also, a statewide system could not
ensure the accuracy of a state’s voter registration lists because data may
not have been received or entered correctly, or inaccurate data may have
been entered.

The development and implementation of a statewide voter registration
system would not necessarily be an inexpensive or short process. FEC
estimated that the process could take 2 to 4 years or longer, and that the
costs to implement such systems over the past 2 decades have ranged from
under $1 million to over $8 million for the first year. In Maryland, the State
Board of Elections and its contractor have worked on the statewide voter
registration system since 1998 and expect to finish by the end of 2001 at a
cost of $3 to $4 million. In Michigan, the statewide voter registration
system was developed within the $7.6 million that was appropriated for the
program, with more than half of the funds going to local units of
government. Most local election officials we visited that were linked to
statewide systems were very pleased with their system. However, officials
in one very large jurisdiction in a state without a statewide system
indicated that they would prefer to maintain a county-based system
because of funding concerns. The jurisdiction currently shares computer
capacity with a countywide computer system, and the county pays the bill
for processing requirements. With a statewide system, the official said that
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the jurisdiction “would have to foot the bill for operating and maintenance
costs.” Ultimately, some states have implemented statewide systems, and
have found the system to be beneficial, while others have felt the
investment may not be worth the price.

An integrated statewide system required the coordination of all
jurisdictions within a state. Coordination could be affected by the size of
the state, the number of local election jurisdictions within the state, the
variations of the automated systems the jurisdictions operated
independently, and the cooperation of local election officials within the
state. For example, some large states such as Pennsylvania, New York,
Illinois, and New Jersey did not have statewide systems. Less than half of
the counties in Texas are linked to the statewide system operated by that
state. States with numerous local election jurisdictions, such as townships
and cities, also typically did not operate statewide systems. A local
election official in a state with several jurisdictions said that when the state
was implementing their integrated system, one official was so reluctant
that she did not take the system hardware out of the box until the “state
forced her to.”

Finally, a statewide voter registration system could not ensure the accuracy
of a state’s voter registration lists because data may not have been received
or entered correctly, or inaccurate data may have been entered. For
example, Alaska, despite the implementation of a statewide voter
registration system, reported that it has at least 11 percent more active
registered voters than voting age population. Maintaining accurate voter
registration lists depended on the timely receipt of accurate information
from multiple sources. In none of the local election jurisdictions that we
visited, did officials say that they received comprehensive, timely
information from all of the sources they used to update their registration
list. Even with an integrated system, these jurisdictions would still require
processes to obtain more timely and accurate data. For example, a
statewide voter registration system would not be able to remove from the
lists the names of registrants who have died if timely death records were
not available. Further, adequate quality assurance processes for the data
would also need to be developed as data entry errors can and will occur.
One jurisdiction we visited addressed this issue by printing out all
registration record changes in the voter registration system on a daily basis
to be checked against the paper forms initiating the changes.
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Challenges

Local election officials nationwide processed registration applications and,
using various systems and sources of information, compiled and
maintained lists of registered voters to be used throughout the election
process. In summary, the following are the challenges election officials
identified for voter registration:

Officials faced challenges in processing incomplete applications,
identifying ineligible individuals and those who had applied to register
more than once, and minimizing the number of individuals who showed
up at polling places but had never been registered to vote. In particular,
officials faced challenges coordinating the events necessary to process
registration applications submitted at motor vehicle authorities.
Increasing the use of technology options, such as electronically
transmitting applications from motor vehicle authorities to election
offices, expanding voter education, and improving the training of motor
vehicle authority staff were identified as means of addressing these
challenges.

Obtaining accurate and timely information from numerous sources to
update voter registration lists was a challenge noted by election
officials. These officials relied on local, state, and federal sources to
provide accurate and current information about changes to registration
lists. Information did not always match their records, was received late,
or was never received at all. Jurisdictions varied in capability and
opportunity to share information with other jurisdictions and states. In
none of the local election jurisdictions that we visited, did officials say
that they received comprehensive, timely information from all of the
sources they used to update their registration list.

Finally, integrating technology, process, and people to accept
registration applications and compile registration lists, to ensure all
eligible citizens who intended to register were able to do so, was
identified by officials as a challenge. Election officials processed
registration applications, and using various technologies and systems
compiled lists of registered voters to be used throughout the election
process. They faced challenges with inaccuracies, such as multiple
registrations, ineligible voters appearing on the list, or eligible voters
who intended to register not being on the list. Local election officials
expressed varying levels of confidence in the accuracy of their voter
registration lists.
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The narrow margin of victory in the November 2000 general election raised
concerns about absentee voting in the United States. Headlines and
reports have questioned the fairness and effectiveness of the absentee
voting process by featuring accounts of large numbers of mail-in absentee
ballots being disqualified and by highlighting opportunities for mail-in
absentee voting fraud.

A growing number of citizens seem to be casting their ballots before
election day. However, the circumstances under which these voters vote
and the manner in which they cast their ballots differ because there are 51
unique election codes.! Due to the wide diversity in absentee and early
voting requirements, administration, and procedures, citizens face different
opportunities for obtaining and successfully casting ballots before election
day. In particular, the likelihood that voters’ errors in completing and
returning mail-in absentee ballots will result in their ballot being
disqualified varies, even, in some instances, among jurisdictions within the
same state. However, states do not routinely collect and report absentee
and early voting data. Thus, no national data currently are maintained
regarding the extent of voting prior to election day, in general. More
specifically, no data are maintained regarding the number of mail-in
absentee ballots that are disqualified and therefore not counted. In
addition, election officials face a variety of challenges in administering
absentee and early voting, including establishing procedures to address
potential fraud; addressing voter error issues, such as incomplete
applications and ballots; handling late applications and ballots; and
managing general workload, resource, and other administrative
constraints.

In this chapter, we will describe (1) the frequency and availability of voting
before election day, (2) the mail-in absentee voting process and challenges
faced by election officials in conducting this type of voting, and (3) the
types of in-person absentee and early voting programs available and the
challenges encountered by election officials in administering these efforts.

! Includes the 50 states and the District of Columbia.
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Voting Before Election

Day

Although most voters cast their ballots at their precincts on election day,
every state and the District of Columbia has procedures by which voters
can cast their ballots prior to election day. Generally, any voting that occurs
before election day has been called "absentee" voting because the voters
are absent from their precinct on election day. Registered voters may
obtain their ballots prior to election day in one of two ways—through the
mail or in person. States do not routinely collect and report data on the
prevalence of voting before election day. Using Census data, we estimate
that, in the November 2000 general election, about 14 percent of voters
nationwide cast their ballots before election day.> Of these voters, about 73
percent used mail-in ballots and about 27 percent voted in person (as seen
in figure 20). This represents an increase from the 1996 presidential
election in which we estimate a total of about 11 percent of voters cast
ballots before election day.> Many of the election officials in the
Jjurisdictions we visited reported that voting before election day had been
increasing in the past few years. For example, in one jurisdiction, voting
before election day has increased in the past few years from 50 percent in
the 1996 election to a little over 60 percent of the total ballots cast in the
November 2000 general election. In another jurisdiction, where the state
had passed legislation making voting before election day easier and more
convenient, this type of voting increased from about 26 percent of all
ballots cast in the November 1996 general election to about 60 percent for
the November 2000 general election.

2 Based on GAO analysis of U.S. Census Bureau Current Population Survey, November 2000
Voting Supplement. Unless otherwise indicated, all percentage estimates from U.S. Census
Bureau data have 95-percent confidence intervals of plus or minus 3 percentage points or
less.

3 Based on GAO analysis of U.S. Census Bureau Current Population Survey, November 1996
Voting Supplement.
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Figure 20: Voting Before Election Day for November 2000 General Election

Voted before election day

27% Voted in person

14%

73%

Voted by mail

Source: GAO analysis of U.S. Census Bureau Current Population Survey, November 2000 Voting
Supplement.

As shown in figure 21, the total percentage of individuals voting before
election day in the November 2000 general election varied among the states
from about 2 percent in West Virginia to about 52 percent in Washington.*
In 31 states, less than 10 percent of voters cast their ballots before election
day. However, in 6 states over 25 percent of the voters cast their ballots
before election day, including 1 state with more than half of the voters
casting their ballots in this manner. ®

* Oregon conducted the entire November 2000 general election by mail voting.

5 Based on GAO analysis of U.S. Census Bureau Current Population Survey, November 2000
Voting Supplement.
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Figure 21: Voting Before Election Day for November 2000 General Election, by State
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Note: Upper and lower bounds show endpoints of 95-percent confidence intervals.

Source: GAO analysis of U.S. Census Bureau Current Population Survey, November 2000 Voting
Supplement.

Some states require voters to meet one of several criteria to be eligible to
vote before election day, such as being disabled, elderly, or absent from the
jurisdiction on election day. However, as seen in figure 22, as of July 2001,
18 states have initiated "no excuse" absentee voting in which any voter who
wishes to do so may vote absentee. These voters may vote a mail-in ballot
or vote in person as established by state requirements, without first having
to provide areason or excuse. In addition, some states have initiated "early
voting" in which local election jurisdictions may establish one or,
particularly in larger jurisdictions, several locations at which any voter may
cast his/her ballot in person a number of days before election day, based on
state statutory requirements.
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Figure 22: States Allowing No-Excuse Voting Before Election Day
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Note 1: Some states may not require an excuse to vote in person at early voting locations, but may
require an excuse to vote by mail (e.g., Texas, North Carolina, and Arkansas).

Note 2: Florida passed legislation for no-excuse absentee voting that becomes effective in January
2002.

Source: GAO review of state statutes.

One of the primary purposes of absentee and early voting is to increase
voter participation. For example, being able to vote before election day
provides greater accessibility to voting for certain voters, such as those
who are disabled, living internationally, traveling extensively, or residing in
distant rural communities with long commutes to work. In addition,
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Conducting Mail-in
Absentee Voting

allowing voters to vote before election day can make voting more
convenient, particularly in states that allow no-excuse absentee or early
voting. Election officials in some jurisdictions we visited stated that no-
excuse absentee and/or early voting had increased overall voting before
election day, particularly when these programs first became available.
Election officials were less certain about any positive effects these efforts
have had on overall voter participation. For example, several jurisdictions
that offer no-excuse absentee and/or early voting stated that they have had
a greater shift of voters from election day to absentee and early voting than
overall increases in voter participation. However, election officials in
Oregon have reported that their efforts to conduct entire elections by mail
have resulted in some significant increases in voter participation.

Election officials disagree regarding whether the additional accessibility
and convenience gained from the increased availability and use of mail-in
absentee voting and all vote-by-mail elections outweigh the increased
opportunities for voter fraud. This disagreement represents a clear
example of how election officials often must weigh opportunities to
increase access to voting against the elevated potential risks to integrity in
the voting process. Election officials generally did not have similar
concerns regarding increases in early and no-excuse, in-person absentee
voting—possibly due to the resemblance of these processes and
procedures to election day voting. However, regardless of the effects on
overall voter participation and election officials’ concerns regarding
increased opportunities for fraud, many election officials agreed that
voters liked the convenience of no-excuse and early voting.

¢ Different State Requirements to Vote, but Basic Steps Similar

e Manner, Frequency, and Deadlines for Applying Vary Across States
¢ Ballot Casting Differs Across States and Jurisdictions

* Processes for Qualifying Ballots Vary, but Similar Challenges Exist
¢ Voter Education Efforts Are Diverse
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The basic steps for mail-in absentee voting® are similar. Registered voters
apply for and receive their ballots; voters complete and return their ballots
and related materials; and local election officials review ballot materials
prior to counting them. However, the circumstances under which voters
are allowed to vote by a mail-in absentee ballot, the manner and deadlines
for applying and casting these ballots, and the processes by which these
ballots are reviewed, differ widely across states and even, in certain
instances, within the same state. In addition, local election officials face
several challenges in administering this type of voting. While election
officials have established procedures to address certain potentials for
fraud, some officials expressed concerns regarding their ability to fully
address this issue. In addition, election officials identified several other
key challenges in the mail-in absentee voting process. These issues include
responding to voter error issues, such as incomplete applications and
ballots; handling late applications and ballots; and dealing with general
workload issues related to processing large numbers of applications and
ballots in a timely manner, including addressing postal concerns such as
delivery, priority, and timeliness.

States Had Different
Requirements to Vote Mail-
in Absentee, but the Basic
Steps in the Process Were
Similar

All 50 states and the District of Columbia have some statutory provisions
allowing registered voters to vote by mail, but not every registered voter is
eligible to do so. Some states allow all registrants to vote with a mail-in
absentee ballot, but other states require that registrants provide certain
reasons or excuses. Examples include being

¢ absent from the state or county on election day;

a member of the U.S. Armed Forces or a dependent;

permanently or totally disabled;

ill or temporarily disabled,;

over a certain age, such as 65;

an observer of a religious holiday on election day;

¢ at a school, college, or university;

¢ employed on election day in a job for which the nature or hours prevent
the individual from voting at their precinct, such as an election worker;
and

% For purposes of this discussion, mail-in absentee voting is defined as voting in which
individuals generally obtained and returned their absentee ballots by mail as well as
circumstances in which voters personally delivered their completed absentee ballots.
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¢ involved in emergency circumstances, such as the death of a family
member.

On the basis of Census data, we estimate that about 10 percent of voters
nationwide cast their circumstances differed under which voters in
different states were allowed to vote by a mail-in absentee ballot, the basic
steps in the process were similar. As seen in figure 23, the basic process of
mail-in absentee voting includes the following steps:

¢ Registered voter applies for a mail-in absentee ballot.

¢ Local election officials review the applications and, if the voter meets
the established requirements, sends the voter a mail-in absentee ballot.

¢ The voter votes and returns the ballot in accordance with any
administrative requirements (such as providing a signature or other
information on the ballot/return envelope, often referred to as the
affidavit envelope).

¢ Local election officials or poll workers review the information on the
ballot/return (i.e., affidavit) envelope and subsequently “qualify” or
“disqualify” the ballot for counting based on compliance with
administrative requirements, such as signatures.
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Figure 23: Basic Steps in the Mail-in Absentee Voting Process

Step 1:

Registered voter applies
for a mail-in absentee ballot.

Step 2:

Local election official approves
application or requests further
information.

Local election official
mails absentee ballot.

Step 3:

Citizen votes and returns
completed ballot, providing
a signature or other required
information on the affadavit
envelope.

Step 4:

Local election official
reviews affidavit envelope
and qualifies ballot to

be counted.

TUESDAY

Source: GAO analysis.
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The Manner, Frequency, and
Deadlines for Applying for
Mail-in Absentee Ballots
Varied Across States

The manner in which registered voters were to apply, how frequently they
were to apply, and when they were to apply to vote a mail-in absentee
ballot varies based on state requirements. Depending on these
requirements, registered voters may fax, call, write, or visit their local
election official to obtain an application or learn what information is
required to request a mail-in absentee ballot. All jurisdictions we visited
had a standard state or jurisdiction application form available from local
election officials for registered voters to obtain a mail-in absentee ballot.
Figure 24 shows an example of the application forms used. In addition,
several states we visited allowed voters to apply for an absentee ballot by
using a variety of other means, such as a letter or telegram sent to local
election officials. In addition, some jurisdictions have a variety of
application forms, which are used based on the circumstances under which
voters qualify to vote by a mail-in absentee ballot.

Page 109 GAO-02-3 Elections



Chapter 3
Absentee and Early Voting

|
Figure 24: Example of West Virginia’s Mail-in Absentee Application Form

CaAsTO & HARRIS, INC., SPENCER, WV 1973M

[ STATE OF WEST VIRGINIA )

Application for Voting an Absent Voter's Ballot by Mail
APPLICANT: PLEASE PROVIDE ALL REQUESTED INFORMATION. PLEASE PRINT.

Applying for ballot for: D Federal, statewide or D Primaryelection;___ Partyballotiseeback)
(check one in each L county election General election
column atright) U Municipal election D Special election scheduled for
Name Dateof Birth County. Precinet#
Home Mail ballot to:
Residence [address mustbe
Address outside county
if reason checked
belowis 1, 3 or 4]

Ido hereby certify the information given is true to the best of my knowledge, that Ireside at the
address given, and that I am qualified and registered to vote in this county. IUNDERSTAND THAT I
MUST VOTE IN PERSON IF I CAN. I am requesting an absentee ballot for the following reason(check
only onebox in the shaded column, then check the specific reason):

L l:l Iwill be absent from the county from 6:30 a.m. to 7:30 p.m. on election day and all business hours
in the 15 days before the election because of: (check one)

[ Personal or business travel; or employment, which because of hours worked and distance
from the county makes voting in person impossible; or

D My attendanceat ____________ - college, university, or other place of education.

2. D Iam prevented from voting in person because of (check one):

D Illness, injury, or other medical reasons which keep me confined [The law requires that you
give the name and telephone number of your doctor who can confirm that you are unable
to vote in person]:

Doctor's name: - Phone
D Physical disability or immobility; or

a Incarceration or detention in jail or home. I am not under conviction (including period of
probation or parole) of any felony, of treason or of bribery in an election. [If checking this
box, the affidavit on the back of this form must be filled out].

3 D ITam an absent uniformed services member, spouse or dependent or overseas voter as defined by the
Uniformed and Overseas Citizens Absentee Voting Act of 1986; [ Check here if you are requesting
allballotsin an election year. You must apply separately to your city clerk for municipal ballots].

A.
4, D Iamrequired to live temporarily outside my county of residence because of (check one):
(3 Service as an elected or appointed federal or state officer; or

E] Temporary assignment by my employer for specific period of four years or less,

5. I:I The office of circuit elerk and the polling place at which I am registered is inaccessible
to me because (state reason):

Iunderstand that knowingly making a false statement on this application is subject to the penal-
ties for false swearing, a fine of up to $1000 and up to one year imprisonment.

Signature of person assisting voter (if needed) Signature/Mark of Voter

Form A-2 Prescribed by the Secretary of State . 1993

Source: Local election officials Hardy County, West Virginia.
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In addition to providing absentee ballot applications in response to voter’s
requests, some jurisdictions made absentee ballot applications available at
voter registration locations, such as state motor vehicle licensing and
public service agencies, and other public locations, such as libraries. Mail-
in absentee ballot applications were also available on-line in many states.
For example, Colorado, Georgia, Massachusetts, Oklahoma, and Texas all
have state election Web sites that provide mail-in absentee ballot request
forms, which can be downloaded, printed, and returned to the appropriate
local election office by mail, fax, or in person. See figure 25 for an example
of a mail-in application form available on a local jurisdiction’s Web site.
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Figure 25: Mail-in Absentee Application Form Available on a Local Jurisdiction’s Web Site

APPLICATION FOR MAILED VOTER BALLOT

MAIL TO: MYRNA J. RODENBERGER Clerk
Larimer County Clerk and Recorder
PO Box 1547 Style
Fort Collins, CO 80522

FAX TO: (970)498-7845 Ballot

*xak*PLEASE PRINT**#%*

I, o am requesting a ballot for the following ele
NAME OF VOTER

Coordinated Election November 6, 2001

PERMANENT RESIDENCE ADDRESS APT SSN OR LAST 4 DIGITS OF SSN*
MAILING ADDRESS (if different) DATE OF BIRTH
AFFILIATION (specify below)
CITY, STATE ZI1P DEMOCRATIC
REPUBLICAN
I moved after October 7, 2001. UNAFFILIATED
OTHER

=>By signing below I authorize any changes reflected above to be made to my voter
registration record.

NOTE: No changes to voter records may be made by ANYONE other than the elector.

MAIL BALLOT TO: Same as above OR to the address below:

MAILING ADDRESS

CITY STATE ZIP COUNTRY
X —
SIGNATURE OF VOTER CONTACT PHONE
FAMILY MEMBER'S SIGNATURE IF APPLYING FOR ANOTHER PERSON DRIVER'S LICENSE NUM
*opti

This application must be received by the County Clerk no later than 4:30 p.m. Nov 2n

http://www larimer.org/clerk/elections/balltapp.txt 05/17/2001

Source: Local election officials in Larimer County, Colorado.
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Some local election officials took an even more proactive approach to
providing applications for mail-in absentee voting. For example, elections
officials in one large jurisdiction sent an absentee voting application and a
letter explaining the procedures for absentee voting to all registered voters
who were eligible to vote absentee, so that they did not need to request an
application. These included registrants who were 60 or older, disabled, or
poll workers who would not be working in their precinct on election day.
As another example, all California jurisdictions sent every registered voter
an absentee ballot application as part of their sample ballot package. Since
California does not require an excuse to vote absentee, registered voters
who wished to vote in this manner simply needed to complete the
application and return it to their local elections office.

State requirements varied regarding how frequently a voter had to apply for
a mail-in absentee ballot. Depending upon the state, voters may have been
required to apply for each election in which they wished to vote by mail,
apply once for all or certain elections held during a year, or apply for
“permanent” absentee status, in which a mail-in ballot is automatically sent
for at least 5 years or for all future elections until the voters request to have
their absentee status revoked. appendix V provides a summary of the state
statutory provisions permitting permanent mail-in absentee voting. As
shown in appendix V, voters may have to meet certain state qualifications,
such as permanent disability, to qualify for a permanent mail-in absentee
ballot application. For example, in New York and California, a person
could apply for permanent absentee voter status due to a permanent illness
or disability by checking a box on the absentee ballot application.”
However, in Washington, for example, no excuse was needed for
permanent absentee status. In the jurisdiction we visited in this state,
about 50 percent of the registered voters were permanent absentee voters,
and absentee ballots represented about 62 percent of all ballots cast in the
November 2000 general election

Differences existed in state statutory requirements regarding the deadline
for requesting a mail-in absentee ballot. In the states we visited, the
deadline for returning completed mail-in absentee ballot applications
ranged from 1 day to 7 days before the election. Some states, such as
California and Colorado, had a procedure for registered voters to obtain an
emergency ballot after the deadline to apply for a mail-in ballot had passed.

"In California, a primary caregiver residing with a permanently disabled voter can also apply
for a permanent absentee application.

Page 113 GAO-02-3 Elections



Chapter 3
Absentee and Early Voting

Some Jurisdictions Provided
More Assistance to Mail-in
Absentee Applicants With
Incomplete Applications Than
Did Others

To exercise this option, voters were required to have a circumstance that
came up after the absentee application period had closed that prevented
them from voting at their precincts on election day. For example, Illinois
has a strict set of criteria for emergency voting. Under one circumstance, a
voter admitted to the hospital not more than 5 days before the election is
entitled to personal delivery of a ballot if a doctor signs an affidavit
attesting that the voter will not be released on or before election day.

Once local election officials receive mail-in absentee ballot applications or
requests, they are to review them to determine if they meet state
requirements for mail-in absentee voting. These requirements may include
whether the applicant is a registered voter, the application includes all the
information required (e.g., applicant’s signature, witness), and the
applicant meets the state’s approved eligibility requirements for absentee
voting. If all the required information is not provided on the application
(such as name, address, birth date, and/or voter signature), most
jurisdictions we visited had standard letters that were to be sent to voters
requesting them to provide the missing information. In one jurisdiction,
election officials said that state law requires that all jurisdictions in the
state notify applicants of the status of their request, particularly if they are
unable to process it. In contrast, election officials in a very large
jurisdiction stated that they do not provide any feedback to applicants with
problem applications, unless the voters contact them regarding the their
application’s status. Officials from another very large jurisdiction stated
that, when applications were missing information, the officials would send
out the absentee ballot along with a request for the applicants to provide
the missing information with the absentee ballot, rather than delay when
the voter receives their ballot. However, officials from most other
jurisdictions we visited stated they would not send voters their absentee
ballot until the voters had provided all the required application
information. In addition, officials from most jurisdictions stated that they
only provide feedback to the applicants if there is a problem with the
applications. Otherwise, the voters received the absentee ballots, once
they were available, as their confirmation that their request was received.

Election officials in several jurisdictions stated that they attempted to
make more direct contact with voters as the application deadline
approached. For example, election officials in both small and very large
jurisdictions said they attempted to contact voters regarding problems with
their applications by telephone if there was insufficient time to allow for a
letter to be sent. However, election officials in one medium-sized
jurisdiction said that they did not attempt to contact any voters by
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Officials Faced Several
Challenges in Successfully
Processing Applications

telephone because they would only take such actions or provide such
assistance that they could provide to all voters, not just some portion of
them. In contrast, an election official in one large jurisdiction personally
resolved problem applications. For example, this official drove to a nursing
home before the November 2000 general election to obtain a signature on a
mail absentee ballot application from a 99-year-old woman whose daughter
had mistakenly signed the application.

Officials in November 2000 faced a variety of challenges in successfully
processing applications for mail-in absentee ballots, including voter errors
and voter’s not understanding the process, late applications, and workload
difficulties. Local jurisdiction officials described voters’ failure to provide
critical information, such as a signature and/or valid residence or mailing
addresses, as a principal challenge to successfully processing applications.
On the basis of our telephone survey nationwide, we estimate that

e 47 percent of jurisdictions® encountered problems with voters failing to
properly complete their applications, such as providing a signature;

e 44 percent of jurisdictions encountered problems with voters failing to
provide an adequate voting residence address; and

e 39 percent of jurisdictions encountered problems with voters failing to
provide an adequate mailing address.

Y

National Survey Results

We estimate that 47 percent of jurisdictions nationwide experienced
problems with voters not properly completing applications, such as not
providing a signature. We also estimate that 39 and 44 percent of
jurisdictions had problems with voters failing to provide adequate mailing or
voting residence addresses, respectively.

GAO Telephone Survey of Jurisdictions

In addition, jurisdictions faced challenges with voters who did not fully
understand the mail-in absentee voting process. For example, on the basis
of our telephone survey of jurisdictions, we estimate that 51 percent of

8 Unless otherwise noted, all percentage estimates from GAO’s telephone survey of
jurisdictions have 95-percent confidence intervals of plus or minus 11 percentage points or
less.
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jurisdictions nationwide encountered problems processing applications
because citizens did not register to vote before applying for a mail-in
absentee ballot. Also, local election officials said that political parties in
one large jurisdiction sent all their members forms to request absentee
ballot applications. After some voters filled out the forms and then received
absentee ballot applications, they called the local elections office to tell
them they did not want to vote absentee. In another jurisdiction, some
voters sent in more than one ballot application for themselves.

VA ASE

National Survey Results

We estimate that 51 percent of jurisdictions nationwide experienced
problems processing applications because citizens did not register to vote
before applying for a mail-in absentee ballot.

GAO Telephone Survey of Jurisdictions

In addition, jurisdictions experienced problems with receiving applications
after the deadline. We estimate that 54 percent of jurisdictions nationwide
experienced problems with receiving applications late. An official in a
medium-sized jurisdiction stated that their "primary difficulty in absentee
voting is getting voters to respond in a timely fashion to meet mailing
deadlines.”

Y-

National Survey Results

We estimate that 54 percent of jurisdictions nationwide experienced
problems with receiving late applications.

GAO Telephone Survey of Jurisdictions

We estimate that local election officials nationwide received about 14.5
million applications for absentee mail-in ballots (plus or minus 3 million)
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for the November 2000 general election. As seen in figure 26, the number of
absentee ballot applications can result in large volumes of absentee ballot
packages being mailed to voters. Election officials in both small and large
jurisdictions said they considered processing applications a workload
challenge for their staff. For example, election officials in a very large
jurisdiction stated that they received over 640,000 applications for absentee
ballots. Officials in a large jurisdiction, as a result of applications received,
sent out about an average of 2,000 absentee ballots each day for several
weeks before the election. Officials from a small jurisdiction stated that
processing absentee voting materials was time-consuming and expensive,
and expressed concerns that they would face significant challenges if the
number of absentee ballot applications increased. In addition, several local
election officials specifically mentioned the large number of absentee
ballot applications received the day of the absentee ballot application
deadline, particularly the increased volume of faxed absentee ballot
applications received on the last day to be an administrative challenge.

Figure 26: Absentee Ballot Packages Waiting to Be Mailed to Voters
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Source: Los Angeles County, California, instructional video.

Officials from two very large jurisdictions specifically mentioned that they
hoped their recently instituted early voting programs would reduce the
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number of voters using mail-in absentee ballots and, thereby, reduce the
workload burden and other challenges in processing mail-in absentee
applications.

In addition, some of the jurisdictions that we visited had deadlines for
absentee ballot applications that were very close to election day—as little
as 1 to 5 days before election day. Such jurisdictions faced challenges in
ensuring that all ballot applications received by the deadline could be
processed and the ballots mailed back to voters with sufficient time for the
ballots to be voted and returned. Some officials from such jurisdictions
expressed doubt that voters would be able to return their ballots by the
election night deadline if they received the ballots 5 days or less before the
deadline. For example, one jurisdiction had an mail-in absentee application
deadline of the Saturday before election day, clearly a short amount of time
to mail the voter the ballot and have it returned by election night. To
address these deadline issues, some officials stated that they used
overnight mail to speed up ballot distribution as the deadline approached.
When allowed by state law, some jurisdictions also encouraged voters, at
their own expense, to return voted ballots by overnight mail. In addition,
several local election officials indicated that their states were considering
legislative changes, such as allowing more time between primaries and
general elections, to provide for more time for the mail-in absentee
process.

The Manner in Which Mail-
in Absentee Ballots Were
Cast Differed Across States
and Jurisdictions

Once local election officials obtained any additional needed information
and approved the application, they mailed an absentee ballot to the
registered voter. Once registered voters receive their absentee ballots, it
was their responsibility to vote and return their ballot. As on election day,

Page 118 GAO-02-3 Elections



Chapter 3
Absentee and Early Voting

the type of voting methods used for mail-in absentee voting varied from one
jurisdiction to another, even within the same state.

Y

National Survey Results

We estimate that most jurisdictions nationwide used either optical scan or
paper ballots for mail-in absentee voting.

GAO Telephone Survey of Jurisdictions

Nationwide, for the November 2000 general election, we estimate that over
half of the local jurisdictions, about 61 percent, used the same method for
mail-in absentee voting as they used on election day for the November 2000
general election. Moreover, we estimate that 89 percent of jurisdictions
nationwide that used election day methods that lent themselves to mail-in
voting (i.e., punch card, optical scan, and paper ballots) used the same
voting equipment for both types of voting.” Overall most jurisdictions
nationwide used either optical scan or paper ballots for mail-in absentee
voting during the November 2000 general election. Specifically, as seen in
figure 27, nationwide for mail-in absentee voting, we estimate the
following:"

¢ about 44 percent of election jurisdictions used optical scan ballots;
e about 45 percent of election jurisdictions used paper ballots; and
e about 13 percent of election jurisdictions used punch card ballots.

® Lever and DRE equipment cannot be used for mail-in absentee voting because they do not
have portable ballots that can be mailed

Y Do not add to 100 percent because jurisdictions could have indicated that they
used more than one type of system.
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Figure 27: Methods Used for Mail-in Absentee Voting
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Source: GAO Telephone Survey of Jurisdictions.

Some jurisdictions using either punch card or paper ballots as of November
2000 indicated that they are considering or have already made plans to
change to optical scan ballots for mail-in absentee voting. One jurisdiction
indicated that it was keeping its punch card equipment for mail-in absentee
ballots, but was planning to change to a styrofoam-backed ballot to reduce
the occurrence of pregnant or dimpled chads. For more information
regarding characteristics of these voting methods, see chapter 1 of this
report.

In addition to voting the ballot, absentee voters must complete additional
information on the ballot or return envelope, often referred to as the
affidavit envelope, in accordance with their state’s administrative
requirements. Typically, the absentee voter’s signature, and, possibly, name
and address, were required on the absentee ballot or return envelope. In
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addition, as shown in appendix V, in an effort to ensure that the appropriate
person completes the ballot, five states require that the voter’s signature be
witnessed; one state requires that the signature be notarized; and seven
states require that the statement be witnessed or notarized.

Frequently, the voted ballot was to be sealed within a series of envelopes.
For example, as seen in figure 28, the ballot was to be sealed within a
secrecy envelope. The secrecy envelope containing the ballot was to be
subsequently sealed in the return envelope on which the voter was to
provide the required administrative identifying information (e.g.,
signature). In some jurisdictions, the entire package is then further sealed
in an additional envelope provided by the election office in which to return
the ballot.
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Figure 28: Example of a Secrecy and Return Envelope Used for Mail Absentee Voting

(4]

VISIBLE.

PROVIDED.

AFTER YOU VOTE YOUR BALLOT:
1. PLACE THE FOLDED BALLOT INTO THE SECRECY ENVELOPE SO THAT THE NUMBERED STUB IS

2. PLACE THE SECRECY ENVELOPE CONTAINING THE BALLOT INTO THE RETURN ENVELOPE

3. SIGN AND DATE THE OUTSIDE OF THE RETURN ENVELOPE IN THE DESIGNATED PLACE.
4. DELIVER THE RETURN ENVELOPE ACCORDING TO THE “INSTRUCTIONS FOR ABSENT VOTERS.”

ABSENT VOTER BALLOT
SECRECY ENVELOPE

4
(A) A voter is to complete '
his or her ballot and

place it in the secrecy
envelope.

=

The secrecy envelope
containing the ballot is
then to be placed into
the ballot/return
envelope.

(C) A voter must sign the A~
envelope for the vote =
to be counted.

TO BE COMPLETED BY THE ABSENT VOTER
1 assert that [ am qualified and registered elector of the City of Detroit. I am voting as an absent voter in conformity with state election law.
Unless other wise md.c_ated below, 1 personally marked the ballot enclosed in this envelope without exhibiting it to any other person.
I further assert t}!at this absent voter hallot is being returned to the clerk or an assistant of the elerk by me personally, by public postal service,
express mail service, parcel post service, or other common carrier, by a member of my immediate family; or by a person residing in my household

SIGN HERE x DATE

Signature of Absant Voter
The above form must be signed or your vote will not be counted,
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8q ou [[im 2j0a anof ‘adoppaua oyl uds jou op nof JI.

‘pajeas A[24n0as s1 ado[aaua ay} oINS B
:3ou aseaqd ‘adofaaus siy; Suijeas alofog

AN ABSENT VOTER WHO KNOWINGLY MAKES A FALSE STATEMENT IS GUILTY OF A MISDEMEANOR. g
FOR OFFICE USE ONLY DIST.__PCT.__FORM_____ DATE OF ELECTION S
SIGNATURE O THIS Pl
NAME <
ADDRESS —
| — RO —
| DETROIT, MICHIGAN 482

TO BE COMPLETED ONLY IF VOTER IS ASSISTED IN VOTING BY ANOTHER PERSON
1 gslsled the above named absent voter who is disabled or otherwise inable to mark the ballot in marking ms or her absent voter ballot pursuant to his or her
directions. The absent voter ballot was inserted in the return envelope without being exhibited to any other person.
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‘ Signature of Perscn Assisting Voter Streat Address or R.A City, Twp., or Village

A PERSON WHO ASSISTS AN ABSENT VOTER AND WHO KNOWINGLY MAKES A FALSE STATEMENT IS GUILTY OF A FELONY.

Source: Local election officials in Detroit, Michigan.

Once the ballot and accompanying materials are completed, the voters are
to return their voted ballots to their local election jurisdiction’s office. State
requirements vary regarding the manner in which absentee ballots may be
returned. Some states, such as Oklahoma and Texas, required that these
ballots only be returned by mail, and other states, such as New York and
New Mexico, allowed the voter return the voted ballot by personally
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Most States Require Absentee
Ballots to Be Received by
Election Day

delivering it. In addition, some states we visited, such as Michigan, Illinois,
and California, allowed for the voted ballot and accompanying materials to
be delivered in person by the voter or by a family member of the voter to
the local elections office and/or the voter’s precinct on election day. In an
effort to ensure integrity of the process, some states require the voter to
provide written authorization in order for the family member to deliver the
ballot. By contrast, California allows any authorized representative to
return a voter’s absentee ballot during the last 7 days of an election, up to
and including election day.

State deadlines for receiving absentee ballots from civilians living within
the United States range from the Friday before election day to 10 days after
election day. However, as seen in figure 29, most states require absentee
ballots to be returned no later than election day, unless the voter meets
certain special circumstances, such as being in the active military or
residing overseas. In the nine states and the District of Columbia where a
mail-in absentee ballot may be returned after election day, all but one
required the envelopes to be postmarked on or before election day.!' See
appendix V for each state’s specific deadlines for receiving mail-in absentee
ballots. Several local election officials recommended that a standard,
nationwide deadline for receiving mail-in absentee ballots should be set for
federal elections.

' These states include Alaska, lowa, Maryland, Nebraska, New York, North
Dakota, Utah, Washington, West Virginia, and the District of Columbia. Nebraska
does not require a postmark on or before election day.
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Some Postal Delivery and
Timeliness Problems Reported,
but Postage Costs More of a
Challenge in Some Jurisdictions

|
Figure 29: State Deadlines for Mail-in Absentee Ballots
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Source: GAO review of state statutes and survey of state election directors.

In some jurisdiction election officials stated that they consider postal
problems a significant challenge for mail-in absentee voting within the
United States. Generally, these jurisdictions reported that they had
experienced some problems with postal deliveries and/or the priority given
to the delivery of election and balloting materials, such as applications.
However, officials expressed fewer concerns about postal delivery and
timeliness in the jurisdictions we visited for domestic delivery than for
overseas delivery.'? In one jurisdiction, election officials said that election
day was designated as a holiday and, as such, they had trouble receiving
mail delivery of absentee ballots on election day, the last day they could be
received. Officials from a very large jurisdiction reported that, generally,
postal delivery problems do not occur repeatedly in the same area of their
jurisdiction. However, one jurisdiction reported consistent delivery delays

2For more information regarding postal delivery issues regarding military and overseas
citizens, see GAO-01-1026, Sept. 28, 2001.
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after the U.S. Postal Service centralized its operations. Election officials
worked with the Postal Service to mitigate this problem.

Several other election officials provided additional examples of having
worked closely with the local Postal Service offices to develop workable
solutions regarding delivery and timeliness issues. In many jurisdictions
we visited, absentee voting materials were printed in colored or specially
marked envelopes to assist Postal Service employees in identifying and
facilitating delivery. Rather than waiting for postal delivery, several other
jurisdictions sent election employees to local post offices several times a
day to pick up absentee ballots as the deadline approached and/or arrived.
In addition, officials at some locations we contacted had suggestions for
changes in their procedures to mitigate postal delivery challenges. For
example, on official suggested requiring additional information on the
voter’s absentee ballot application, such as an e-mail address and/or a
telephone number, to facilitate processing applications with incomplete
information, rather than having to rely solely on correspondence through
the Postal Service.

In addition, some jurisdictions allowed voters to use overnight mail, at their
own expense, to return voted absentee ballots, which was particularly
useful to voters as the deadline approached. Other jurisdictions stated that
they were required by state law to only accept ballots through mail delivery
by the U.S. Postal Service. Some of these officials agreed that a change in
state laws allowing receipt of absentee ballots from overnight carriers, at
the voter's expense, would be helpful in addressing the problem of
absentee ballots from some voters that arrive too late to be counted.
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Generally, jurisdictions pay for postage-related costs for mail-in absentee
voting, such as the costs to mail ballot applications and ballots to voters.
As deadlines approached, some jurisdictions even incurred overnight
delivery costs in an attempt to provide absentee balloting materials to
voters in a timely fashion. Voters often must pay for the postage to return
applications and ballots to local election offices. Some local election
officials expressed concerns regarding growing postal costs to provide
election-related materials, such as absentee applications and ballots, to
voters. From our mail survey, we estimate that about half of the
jurisdictions nationwide (54 percent) would like for the federal government
to assist them with postage for election related materials.”” As another
alternative, several election officials suggested having special postage rates
for election related materials, particularly absentee balloting materials. In
some instances, states have begun to assume all or some of the postage
costs for absentee voting materials for statewide elections. In addition,
some jurisdiction officials said that they provided voters with postage-paid
return envelopes for absentee ballots. In some instances, these envelopes
were provided through fiscal support from the state. Other officials
suggested that they would like to provide such services to voters but did
not have the funds to be able to do so. One jurisdiction official stated that
the state or federal government should, at a minimum, assume the costs
incurred by voters to return absentee ballots by mail, which could be
interpreted, in his opinion, as a poll tax. Further, a few jurisdiction officials
commented that U.S. Armed Forces personnel and overseas citizens do not
have to pay postage to return their voted absentee ballots in some
jurisdictions and questioned whether this service should be extended to all
voters.” Election officials in two jurisdictions said that, although the

13 Unless otherwise noted, all percentage estimates from GAQO’s mail survey of jurisdictions
have 95-percent confidence intervals of plus or minus 4 percentage points or less.

1 For more information regarding absentee voting by military and overseas citizens, see
GAO-01-1026, Sept. 28, 2001.
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Oregon and Some Local
Jurisdictions Have Conducted
All Vote-by-Mail Elections

Officials Have Established
Procedures for Preventing Mail-
in Absentee Fraud, but General
Concerns Remain in Some
Jurisdictions

jurisdictions indicated the required postage in the corner of the return
envelope, they would assume the costs if the voter did not pay.

Y

National Survey Results

We estimate that about 54 percent of election officials nationally would
like the federal government to assist them with postage for election-related
materials, such as absentee voting materials.

GAO Telephone Survey of Jurisdictions

In addition to mail-in absentee voting, some jurisdictions have conducted
entire elections by mail. The state of Oregon conducted its first general
election using all voting by mail in November 2000. All registered voters in
the state were mailed a ballot and allowed to return the ballots by election
day through the mail, or by personally delivering them to the elections
office or various manned, drop-off sites located throughout the jurisdiction.
Oregon reported some increases in voter turnout for the November 2000
general election as well as other statewide elections. For example, voter
turnout in an all vote-by-mail primary in 1995 rose to 52 percent, up from 43
percent previously. In a vote-by-mail special election for U.S. Senator,
voter turnout was 65 percent, representing a record for special elections.
In addition, some jurisdictions have conducted all voting by mail for certain
elections or in certain precincts in which the number of registered voters
are very small.

While jurisdictions have procedures to address certain potentials for fraud
in mail-in absentee voting, some local election officials expressed concerns
regarding their ability to fully address this issue, particularly regarding an
absentee voter being unduly influenced or intimidated while voting. Based
on our telephone survey of jurisdictions, we estimate that less than 1 to 5
percent of jurisdictions nationwide experienced special problems with
absentee voting fraud during recent elections. In general, absentee voting
fraud concerns tend to fall into three categories, including (1) someone
other than the appropriate voter casting the mail-in absentee ballot, (2)
absentee voters voting more than once, and (3) voters being intimidated or
unduly influenced while voting the mail-in absentee ballot.
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Local election jurisdictions use a number of procedures to ensure the
appropriate voter completes a mail-in absentee ballot. For example, from
GAO’s telephone survey of jurisdictions, we estimate that nationwide

e 55 percent of the voting jurisdictions check a voter’s signature on the
absentee ballot materials with the signature originally provided on the
voter’s registration documents (as illustrated in figure 30);

e 55 percent of jurisdictions check a voter’s signature on the absentee
ballot materials with the signature originally provided on the application
for a mail-in absentee ballot; and/or

e 36 percent of jurisdictions require a voter’s signature on the absentee
ballot materials to be witnessed or notarized.

Figure 30: Example of Signature Comparison to Verify Voter's Identity on Mail-in
Absentee Ballots

Source: Los Angeles County, California, instructional video.

All of the jurisdictions we visited used either one of these or other
procedures, and most jurisdiction officials did not identify this type of
fraud as a major concern. In particular, Oregon officials expressed
confidence in their procedures designed to reduce the potential for
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someone other than the registered voter voting the mailed ballot. Oregon
officials compared signatures on mailed ballot materials to voter
registration materials. The officials said that this signature comparison
provides even greater security against this type of fraud than many
jurisdictions’ election day procedures in which voters may not have to
show identification or have their signatures checked before casting a
ballot. However, even with the described procedures in place, a few
jurisdiction officials said that they ultimately have no way of knowing with
absolute certainty that only the appropriate person requests and casts an
absentee mail ballot.

Likewise, local election jurisdictions in November 2000 employed several
procedures to prevent voters from voting more than once. From GAQO’s
telephone survey of jurisdictions, we estimate that, before election day, 64
percent of jurisdictions nationwide checked the absentee ballot
applications against their voter records to determine whether a voter had
previously applied for a mail-in ballot for that election before providing a
voter an absentee ballot. On election day, we estimate that 78 percent of
the jurisdictions nationwide checked election day poll books, lists, or logs
to determine whether a voter had requested, been sent, or already voted an
absentee ballot. For example, as seen in figure 31, one jurisdiction used bar
coding on mail-in absentee applications to identify voters who have been
sent absentee mail ballot packages. This information is to be scanned into
the system used to generate election day poll books, so that voters who
have been sent a mail-in absentee ballot can be identified if they attempt to
vote on election day. We also estimate that 46 percent of jurisdictions
nationwide checked absentee ballots received against election day poll
books, lists, or logs to determine if an absentee voter voted on election day
before counting the absentee ballot. In addition, we estimate that 10
percent of jurisdictions nationwide employ other methods to ensure an
absentee voter only votes once during an election. For example, poll
workers on election day can check on-line database containing absentee
voting information to verify that voters had not voted before election day.
All of the jurisdictions we visited used either one of these or other
procedures, and most jurisdiction officials did not identify this type of
fraud as a major concern.
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Figure 31: Example of Applications Being Scanned To Identify Voters Voting by Mail-in Absentee Ballot

The mail-in absentee ballot

application is bar coded to easily record
information into the election management
system which identifies voters who have
applied for mail absentee ballots.

Source: Los Angeles County, California, instructional video.

Officials from some jurisdictions stated that a potential for abuse continues
to exist with mail-in voting through voters possibly being intimidated or
unduly influenced in their homes when casting their mail-in ballot. This
more general fraud concern is, to some extent, inherent in the process and,
thus, more difficult to address and causes more concern among some
officials. For example, an election official from one very large jurisdiction
stated he experienced a situation with absentee ballot fraud allegations
during a recent local election. He was informed that people were going
door-to-door in low-income neighborhoods to obtain and complete
absentee ballot applications and ballots. Because of these types of
allegations, he stated that absentee voting by mail is the area that concerns
him the most about the elections process. Generally, he said these
problems are more likely to occur in smaller elections, such as primaries or
local elections, where such efforts have the greatest potential to have an
effect on the actual outcome of the election. However, smaller elections,
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such as primaries, can still have significant impacts on the outcome of
general elections in certain circumstances for certain races. This official
stated that, at a minimum, he would like to see state law designate people’s
homes as polling places while they are completing their absentee ballot.
This type of law would make electioneering illegal while a person is casting
his or her mail absentee ballot. In addition, one jurisdiction officials stated
that political parties attempt to increase turn out for their party by sending
ballot applications to voters directly. These efforts result in the election
officials not knowing for certain who filled out the application and,
subsequently, the ballot, or if it was even completed per the voter’s wishes.

Besides the general procedures for preventing mail-in absentee fraud, a
number of jurisdictions have taken specific measures to prevent such
abuses in high-risk places, like nursing homes. For example, several
Jjurisdictions send a team of election workers, at times consisting of
members from both major parties, to nursing homes to give out ballots,
assist voters, and deliver the voted ballots back to the elections office.
Another location placed restrictions on the number of absentee ballots that
a single person could sign as a witness. One election official in a small
jurisdiction stated that she personally knows and has provided specific
training to the nursing home employees who witness and assist nursing
home patients in voting.

In addition, in almost all of jurisdictions we visited, the mail-in absentee
ballot package provided to voters included statements and/or reminders,
such as within the oath or other materials, regarding the possible legal
consequences of providing inaccurate or fraudulent information on the
balloting materials. Several jurisdiction officials commented that, in the
few instances in which they identify or suspect mail-in absentee voter
fraud, they refer the case to the local district attorney’s office for possible
prosecution.

Processes for Qualifying
Mail-in Absentee Ballots
Varied, but Local Election
Officials Face Similar
Challenges

Although states establish the requirements for qualifying mail-in absentee
ballots to be counted, local election officials must implement and, at times,
interpret these requirements. Most frequently, election officials disqualify
mail-in absentee ballots due to voter error in completing the balloting
materials or the ballots arriving after the deadline. However, due to
differences in procedures and requirements, the likelihood that voters’
errors in completing and returning mail-in ballots will result in their ballots
being disqualified varies, even, in some instances, among jurisdictions
within the same state. In addition, this qualification process results in local
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The Process for Qualifying Mail-
in Absentee Ballots Varied, at
Times, Even Among Jurisdictions
Within the Same State

election officials facing similar workload challenges in processing mail-in
absentee ballots as they faced in reviewing applications.

Generally, once the election officials receive the absentee ballots, the
ballots were to be secured until state requirements allow the officials to
review them. As with many other aspects of voting, the process for
qualifying absentee ballots for counting varied across voting jurisdictions,
even within the same state. In some jurisdictions, absentee ballots are
reviewed centrally by election officials or special absentee voting boards.
In other jurisdictions, absentee ballots are sent to the precincts in which
the voters would have voted on election day and reviewed by poll workers.
Regardless of who conducts this effort, the accompanying documents (e.g.,
affidavit envelopes) are reviewed to determine whether all the required
information is complete and state requirements are met. Absentee ballots
may be disqualified from the count for a number of reasons. For example,
as seen in figure 32, the voter may have failed to appropriately sign the
affidavit or ballot envelope, or provide other information as required by the
jurisdiction. Absentee ballots may also be disqualified if the jurisdiction
receives them after the deadline.
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Figure 32: Examples of Affidavit or Ballot Envelopes

Yl Commonwealth of Massachusetts
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Source: Local election officials from jurisdictions GAO visitied.

While the states establish the requirements for mail-in absentee voting,
local jurisdictions’ interpretation of the requirements and the resulting

practices may vary within the same state—with some jurisdictions holding

strictly to the letter of the law, and others applying more flexibility in
qualifying ballots. The following examples demonstrate this variety:
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Disqualified Absentee Ballots
Were Generally Due to Voter
Error or Arriving Late

> 4

In one state, officials in three counties said that they accepted any ballot
that showed a signature anywhere or return envelope to compare with
registration documentation, although officials in two other counties
disqualified any ballot when the envelope did not strictly meet all the
technical requirements.

In another state, officials in two jurisdictions told us that there is no
discretion in accepting ballots—either they meet the technical
requirements completely or they do not meet them and are not
accepted. On the other hand, officials in another jurisdiction told us
that if a returned ballot envelope lacked some information, such as an
address, that is available on the return address, the ballot would be
accepted.

In another state, officials in one jurisdiction strictly followed the ballot
receipt deadline and did not count any absentee mail ballots received
after the Friday before election day. In contrast, officials in another
jurisdiction told us that ballots received after Friday but before 8:00 PM
on election day were counted.

National Survey Results

We estimate that less than 2 percent of the total mail-in absentee ballots
received for the November 2000 election were disqualified; about two-thirds
were disqualified because the ballots arrived late or because the envelopes
or forms accompanying the ballots not being properly completed, such as
having missing or incorrect voters' signatures.

GAO Telephone Survey of Jurisdictions
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As with processing absentee ballot applications, officials from several
jurisdictions cited voter error in completing absentee balloting materials,
such as envelopes, as a major problem. States do not routinely collect and
report data on the number of mail-in absentee ballots that are disqualified.
We estimate that 230,000 (plus or minus 50,000) absentee ballots were
disqualified nationwide in the November 2000 election and that the national
disqualification rate for absentee ballots was 1.7 percent.’” We estimate
that 64 percent of all disqualified absentee ballots were rejected because
the ballots arrived late or the envelopes or forms accompanying the ballots
were not completed properly (e.g., missing the voter’s signature or
containing an incorrect voter’s signature). Another 35 percent were
rejected for one of the following reasons: no postmark or date; late
postmark or date; voter not registered or not qualified; improper witness,
attestation, or notarization; a previous vote in the election; and other.

In general and as with absentee ballot applications, the principal challenges
to successfully processing absentee ballots, according to local officials, are
caused by voters’ failure to provide critical information. The errors include
such things as the ballot envelope lacking a voter’s signature, witness’
signature and/or notarization, or the voter not providing a valid address
within the local jurisdiction. For example, in one very large jurisdiction
about one-third of the ballots disqualified were because the voter’s
signature was missing or the envelope was improperly completed. In
addition, election officials in one jurisdiction estimated that about 80
percent of the ballots disqualified were due to being returned after the
deadline. The other major challenge the officials mentioned was receiving
the ballot after the required deadline.

Some jurisdictions have attempted to address problems with voters
returning ballots unsigned or otherwise incomplete. In California, a
number of counties have begun to put brightly colored stickers with arrows
pointing to the signature line or fluorescent colored inserts reminding the
voter to sign the envelope. In addition, in several jurisdictions election
officials pre-print labels on the absentee ballot envelopes to minimize the

15 In this report, we use the term “disqualified ballots” to refer to absentee ballots that, in the
judgement of local election officials, did not meet state requirements and that were rejected
prior to the vote counting process. For instance, the ballot may have been received after the
deadline or may have lacked certain required information on the ballot/return envelope,
such as the voter’s signature. Disqualification does not refer to ballots that were rejected
during ballot counting due to problems in reading the ballot and/or determining a voter’s
actual preferences.
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amount of information the voter has to provide. Officials from the counties
taking these steps reported a reduced number of voters submitting
unsigned or incomplete absentee ballots. In a further effort to address
these challenges, one large jurisdiction implemented a project for the
November 2000 general election in which trained volunteers physically
took unsigned absentee ballot envelopes, with the ballots still enclosed, to
the voters to obtain their signatures. This reduced the number of unsigned
ballots from 500 in previous general elections to 50 in November 2000. In
addition, to obtain a necessary signature, one jurisdiction indicated that it
returned unsigned mail-in absentee ballot envelopes, with the ballots still
enclosed, to the voters through the mail, when time allowed before the
deadline. Other jurisdictions said that they are considering doing so as
well.

Furthermore, our telephone survey results indicated that notifying voters
about whether their ballots were received and counted was not a standard
practice. We estimate that 29 percent of jurisdictions nationwide notified
absentee voters when their ballots are disqualified and, in so doing,
provided the reason for the disqualification. Several of the jurisdictions we
visited stated that they are required by state law to notify voters whose
mail-in absentee ballots were disqualified. These jurisdictions often use a
standard letter to do so, which details the reasoning behind the
disqualification. This feedback represents one way in which election
officials can educate voters regarding proper completion of the mail-in
absentee balloting materials.

v

National Survey Results

We estimate that 29 percent of jurisdictions nationwide notified absentee
voters when their ballots were disqualified and, in so doing, provided the
reason for the disqualification.

GAO Telephone Survey of Jurisdictions

In addition, some election officials said that they plan to begin maintaining
data on the number of disqualified mail-in absentee ballots, the reason for

the disqualification, and the type of absentee voter (e.g., military, overseas
civilian, domestic civilian) whose ballot is being disqualified. Election
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Several Officials Said They
Experienced Workload
Challenges in Processing
Absentee Ballots

All Mail-in Absentee Ballots Were
Counted, But the Process Varied
Even Within the Same State

officials stated that they had not previously tracked this data because they
were not required to report this data to their state elections office.

Each of the millions of mail-in absentee ballots received by local election
officials had to be qualified before being counted. We estimate that
nationwide local election officials received about 13 million mail-in
absentee ballots (plus or minus 2.7 million) for the November 2000 general
election. Officials from several local election jurisdictions considered the
mail-in absentee voting process a challenge because of the workload
involved in reviewing the sheer volume of ballots. For example, officials
from one very large jurisdiction stated that the sheer volume of mail-in
ballots received creates a greater potential for errors.

Once mail-in absentee ballots are qualified, the ballots are counted. After
the November 2000 general election, some voters expressed doubt that
local jurisdictions count absentee ballots at all if they would not change the
outcome of the election, especially if they were received during extended
deadlines after election day. On the basis of our telephone survey, we
estimate that between 98 and 100 percent of counties nationwide include
absentee ballots in their certified vote totals. All officials in each of the
counties we visited confirmed that all ballots are included in certified
totals, although ballots arriving during extended deadlines may not be
included in totals announced on election night.

The process for counting absentee ballots varies across voting
jurisdictions. As with qualifying the ballot, some jurisdictions counted
absentee ballots centrally by election officials or special absentee voting
boards, while others had absentee ballots counted by poll workers at the
voters’ respective precincts. For more information on the counting of
absentee ballots, see chapter 5 of this report.

Jurisdictions Used a Variety
of Efforts to Educate Voters
Regarding Mail-in Absentee
Voting

Crucial to the successful casting of mail-in absentee ballots is the voter’s
knowledge of application and casting, such as necessary signatures and
deadlines. Although voters have the ultimate responsibility for
understanding and complying with state and local requirements for mail-in
absentee voting, the process is complicated. If absentee voters did not fully
understand and, subsequently, comply with the absentee voting
requirements in their state, their votes may not have been counted. Thus,
for each election, local election officials said they needed to educate voters
regarding how and when to cast a valid mail-in absentee ballot. The
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information officials needed to provide to voters included deadlines for
submitting applications and ballots, any requirements that registrants must
meet to vote the mail-in absentee ballot, how often the registrants must
apply for an absentee ballot, and any administrative requirements, such as
signatures and witnesses.

Local election officials used a variety of means to provide this necessary
information. Almost all local election offices we visited prepared press
releases and/or asked the media to inform the public how and when to vote
absentee by mail. Several locations we visited had informational fliers
developed by the state or local jurisdictions, which were provided to voters
on request or were available at local election offices, voter registration
locations (e.g., motor licensing agencies), or public offices (e.g., libraries).
Some jurisdictions relied on various organizations, such as political parties
and other election watchdog organizations, to inform their respective
constituents on the requirements concerning absentee voting. In addition,
the officials in one jurisdiction we visited appealed directly to its eligible
absentee voters to encourage them to vote an absentee ballot in the
November 2000 general election. These officials believed that the
November 2000 ballot in their jurisdiction was particularly complex and
decided it would be beneficial for their eligible absentee voters,
particularly those over age 62, to vote an absentee ballot rather than trying
to vote the ballot at their precincts.

In addition, most states and many counties had Web sites that provided
information on mail-in absentee voting. Generally, these Web sites had very
detailed information regarding mail-in absentee voting, including
information on the requirements, how to apply, what information is
required in completing the absentee voting application, the deadline for
applying, and how often an application has to be completed. Some Web
sites even include an absentee ballot application, which can be printed and
mailed to the appropriate local election office.

Voter educational materials provided on or with the mail-in absentee
applications and/or ballots from the jurisdictions we visited contained
instructions and/or information necessary for voters to successfully obtain
and cast an absentee ballot. Some jurisdictions also included a number of
user-friendly, reminders and notices to assist absentee voters in properly
completing their absentee ballots and envelopes. For example, some
jurisdictions, in addition to providing instructions on how to mark the
ballot, provided absentee voters with reminders and additional notices
highlighting information that was key to successfully completing and
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Conducting In-Person
Absentee and Early
Voting

returning the absentee ballot. These notices included reminding voters to
use a number two pencil on an optical scan ballot (or even providing the
pencil), seal their ballots in the secrecy envelopes, and sign the appropriate
envelope. Several election officials made or planned changes to improve
voter education on mail absentee voting, such as clarifying or simplifying
voter instructions in absentee mail materials.

Although a variety of methods is used to provide necessary information for
voters to vote by mail-in absentee, we estimate that only 15 percent of
Jjurisdictions nationwide actively sought feedback from voters regarding
the absentee process, based on our mail survey of jurisdictions, for the
November 2000 general election.

e Thirty-nine States and the District of Columbia Allow In-Person
Absentee or Early Voting

e Programs Differ, but Challenges Similar to Election Day

¢ Voter Education Efforts Vary Between Jurisdictions

There is no clear distinction in state statute between in-person absentee'®
and early voting. Basically, these programs offer voters the opportunity to
obtain and cast a ballot in person during a certain period of time prior to
election day. However, the length of the early or in-person voting period,
location(s) at which voters may vote, and statutory requirements and
paperwork required to vote in-person absentee or early differ among states.
For example, in-person absentee voters generally must complete an
application before voting similar to voters that vote mail-in absentee
ballots, while early voters are not always required to do so. Generally, local
election officials were comfortable with their procedures to ensure that an
early or in-person voter only voted once during an election. However,
election officials still faced several challenges similar to those encountered
on election day when conducting in-person absentee and early voting, such
as having adequate staffing, supplies (including ballots), and locations for
voting.

1 For purposes of this discussion, in-person absentee voting is defined to include state
processes that allow a voter to actually cast his/her vote in-person before election day. We
exclude state processes that allow only the personal delivery of a completed absentee
ballot.
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Thirty-nine States and the
District of Columbia
Allowed In-person Absentee
or Early Voting

For the November 2000 general election, in addition to mail-in absentee
ballots, over three-quarters of the states and the District of Columbia
allowed some or all registered voters to obtain and cast ballots in person
before election day. We estimate that about 4 percent of voters cast their
ballots this way for the November 2000 general election.'” It is difficult to
differentiate between in-person absentee and early voting programs in state
statutes.

As with mail-in absentee voting, states may or may not require voters to
provide a reason or excuse for casting an absentee ballot in person. Most
frequently, in-person absentee voting programs allow voters to obtain their
ballot, complete any paperwork required, and vote their absentee ballot at
their local election office. For example, in one jurisdiction in Virginia, in-
person absentee voting is conducted at the local election jurisdiction’s
office during normal business hours during the 45 days before the election.
To cast an in-person absentee ballot, registered voters were to go to the
office and complete an in-person absentee application on which they
provide one of several reasons or excuses defined in state statute. These
reasons could include being a student at an institution of higher learning,
being absent for business or vacation, being unable to go to their precinct
due to illness, having a religious obligation, working 11 of the 13 hours the
polling precincts are open, or being a caretaker of a confined family
member. During the visit, election officials approve the application and
give the applicant a ballot, which the voter casts before leaving the office.
Thus, to vote in-person absentee in Virginia, registered voters must

e g0 to their local election office,
e complete an application, and
* meet certain requirements (i.e., provide an excuse).

Some states also have initiated “early voting” as a unique form of in-person
voting in which local election jurisdictions may establish one or, possibly,
several polling places a number of days before election day where any
voter may cast their vote in person without having to provide an excuse.
Voters were not required to cast their ballot at a particular polling place;
rather, registered voters can vote at whatever location is most convenient
for them. For example, in Texas, local jurisdictions are allowed to

7 Based on GAO analysis of the U.S. Census, Current Population Survey, November 2000
Voter Supplement.
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establish several “early voting” polling places at schools, libraries, shopping
malls, or other locations that essentially function in the same manner as
any election day polling place. Election workers staffed these early voting
locations for each day they were open and, generally, followed whatever
voting procedures would be used on election day. For example, voters at
these early voting locations show up and vote their ballots without having
to fill out an application, provide a reason for voting early, or complete any
additional paperwork or provide any information other than what would
normally be required on election day. Thus, to vote early in Texas,
registered voters

¢ may be allowed to vote at any of several early voting locations,
¢ do not have complete an application, and
¢ do not have to meet any requirements (i.e., provide an excuse).

In the November 2000 general election, in one jurisdiction in Texas, about
44 percent of the ballots were cast by voters at early voting locations,
representing about a 10-percent increase from the previous presidential
election in 1996.
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Figure 33: States Permitting In-Person Absentee or Early Voting
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Note: Although some states, such as Arkansas, North Carolina, and Texas, do not require an excuse
for in-person absentee or early voting, each of these states does require an excuse to vote by mail.

Source: GAO review of state statutes, survey of state election directors, and information developed by
the National Conference of State Legislatures.

As seen in figure 33, 39 states and the District of Columbia have developed
various types of early and in-person voting programs, some of which are
more similar to the Texas and Colorado programs and others closer to the
Virginia program. For example, California and Arkansas, allow in-person,
early voting without a reason or excuse, which may be conducted at more
than one location; however, both states require early voters to complete an
application before voting—an additional step that is not required on

Page 142 GAO-02-3 Elections



Chapter 3
Absentee and Early Voting

election day nor at early voting locations in Texas and Colorado. Other
states, such as North Carolina and New Mexico, allow for no-excuse, early
voting in person, but only at the local election jurisdictions’ offices; these
states also require voters to apply to vote early. There is no clear
distinction in state statute between in-person absentee voting and early
voting. However, in effect, in-person absentee voting and early voting
programs stretch an election from a single day into an election period
ranging from 1 to over 40 days.

Voting Programs Varied
Among States and
Jurisdictions, Challenges
Similar to Election Day

Location and Time Frame for
Casting Early and In-Person
Absentee Voting Ballots Varied
by State Statute

In-person absentee and early voting programs vary considerably from one
state to another. Variations include the number and type of locations at
which this type of voting is conducted, duration of the in-person or early
voting period, and voting methods used. However, local election officials
faced many of the same challenges in administering their in-person and
early voting programs. These challenges, such as obtaining sufficient poll
workers, ballots and supplies, and locations, were similar to the challenges
faced in administering election day voting.

The location(s) and time periods in which voters may cast in-person
absentee or early ballots differ based on the requirements established by
each state. The number of locations vary from one to an unspecified
number to be established at the discretion of local election officials. For
example, in one very large jurisdiction in Texas, 25 early voting locations
were established throughout the jurisdiction for the November 2000
general election. The in-person absentee and early voting period also
varies, ranging from 1 day to 45 days before election day. Appendix V
summarizes the various in-person absentee and early voting programs
established in state statutes as of July 2001. In addition to differences
among states, in-person absentee and early voting may even vary from one
jurisdiction to another within the same state. For example, in Texas, larger
jurisdictions may establish numerous early voting locations, such as at
schools and libraries, which are open for extended hours, even some
weekends. In contrast, smaller jurisdictions may hold early voting only at
the local election official’s office during regular business hours.
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Type of Voting Methods Used for
Early Voting Similar to Those
Used on Election Day

VA A5

National Survey Results

We estimate that most jurisdictions used optical scan or paper ballots for
in-person absentee and early voting, as they do with mail-in absentee voting.

GAO Telephone Survey of Jurisdictions

As with the type of voting methods used for election day and mail-in
absentee voting, the type of ballots used for in-person absentee or early
voting also varies from one jurisdiction to another, even within the same
state. Nationwide, we estimate that two-thirds of the local jurisdictions,
about 67 percent, used the same method for in-person absentee and early
voting as they used on election day for the November 2000 general election.
We further estimate that most jurisdictions used either optical scan or
paper ballots for in-person absentee or early voting during the November
2000 general election. Specifically, as seen in figure 34, we estimate that
nationwide

e 42 percent of election jurisdictions used optical scan ballots;
e 35 percent of election jurisdictions used paper ballots; and
¢ 14 percent of election jurisdictions used punch card ballots.

Unlike voting a mail-in absentee ballot, absentee in-person and early voting
includes the use of DREs and lever equipment, which voters of a mail-in
ballot could not use for logistical reasons. As seen in figure 34, we estimate
that 14 percent of election jurisdictions used direct recording electronic
machines, and 1 percent of election jurisdictions used lever machines for
early or in-person absentee voting.
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Officials Had Procedures For
Ensuring In-Person and Early
Voters Vote Only Once

|
Figure 34: Methods Used for In-Person or Early Voting
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Source: GAO Telephone Survey of Jurisdictions.

Several election officials indicated that they are considering or planning to
change to DRE equipment for early and/or in-person absentee voting. For
more information regarding the characteristics of these voting methods,
see chapter 1 of this report.

Most jurisdictions we visited that allow early or in-person absentee voting
at numerous voting locations, used a direct on-line, electronic link to their
registration records to ensure an absentee in-person or early voter votes no
more than once. Whether the early or in-person absentee voter is required
to fill out an application and/or show a voter identification card is
established by state law. In on jurisdiction, election officials or poll
workers check the voter’s signature in the poll book or on the application
against the registration record to confirm the voter’s identity. In some

Page 145 GAO-02-3 Elections



Chapter 3
Absentee and Early Voting

Election Officials Said They
Faced Challenges Similar to
Election Day in Conducting In-
Person Early Voting

states, the voter’s voting record is checked to determine if he or she has
voted previously in the election—-even as recently as a few minutes earlier
on the same day. For example, typically, in jurisdictions we visited that
established more than one early voting location, once poll workers give a
voter a ballot, the voter’s voting record was updated automatically on the
registration or election management system to which all early voting
locations had direct, on-line access.

In addition, as with mail-in absentee voting, the poll books used on election
day note every voter who has voted early. However, one jurisdiction we
visited held early voting that ended on the day before election day. The
election day poll books in this jurisdiction identified voters who had been
sent a mail-in absentee ballot, but not early voters, because of the
jurisdiction’s need to begin printing the books before the close of early
voting. In this case, it is possible that an individual could have voted early
and again on election day. However, these election officials said they track
which registered voters have voted on their election management system
by giving each voter credit for having voted during the election. According
to election officials in this jurisdiction, after the election when they
attempted to give voters credit for voting election day, their on-line election
management system would alert them to any people casting two ballots
because they had already been given credit for early voting. According to
these officials, any cases of duplicate voting would have been provided to
the district attorney’s office for possible prosecution. The officials said
that in the few instances when this has occurred over the past 10 years, it
was generally an older individual who was confused about the election
process, rather than an individual intending to commit voter fraud.

In our discussions with election officials about early and in-person
absentee voting, the officials raised a number of challenges or concerns
specific to this type of voting. The issues generally fell into three
categories: obtaining poll workers, ballots and other supplies, and suitable
early voting locations. Officials from several jurisdictions cited having
difficulty obtaining and/or training the poll workers who were needed to
work over the period required for early voting (as much as over 40 days).
One jurisdiction said that they did not have enough staff to support early
voting at the election office and conduct other election day preparations at
the same time, especially in the days just before election day. In particular,
election officials from one very large jurisdiction with numerous early
voting locations stated that their biggest challenge for each election is
obtaining sufficient staff to handle the number of voters who vote on the
last day of the early voting period. In fact, the lines and waits for certain

Page 146 GAO-02-3 Elections



Chapter 3
Absentee and Early Voting

Officials Undertook a Variety of
Voter Education Efforts

elections and locations have been longer for voters on the last day of early
voting than on election day.

Officials from a number of jurisdictions cited ensuring that early voting
locations had enough ballots and supplies as a challenge. For example, one
medium-sized jurisdiction in Texas that used a punch card voting method
needed to have enough copies of every ballot style voted in their
jurisdiction, at every satellite location, to support all the voters who could
come in to vote, because voters are not assigned to a particular location
like they are on election day. For the November 2000 general election, this
included 26 different ballot styles. By contrast, two very large jurisdictions,
which use a DRE touch screen voting method, had all the ballot types
electronically stored within each unit, but still needed to have enough other
election-related supplies to support their operations through the entire
early voting period.

Officials from a few jurisdictions had concerns with getting enough
adequate polling locations, such as locations that were sufficiently large,
had digital lines for electronically connecting to the registration system,
and were conveniently located. For example, officials in one large
jurisdiction stated that they had problems establishing early voting
locations that were convenient to all voters, and that some early voting
locations were too small for the crowds that came at peak times.

Another challenge faced by jurisdictions that conduct early voting is the
limited amount of time between finalizing and printing the ballots and
accompanying materials. For example, in one jurisdiction early voting
begins 17 days before election day. Thus, election officials essentially have
17 fewer days to prepare for elections.

For each election, state and local election officials are to provide
information to voters about when and where to vote early or absentee in-
person, including the time during, dates on, and locations at which to vote,
among other information. As with by-mail absentee voting, most
jurisdictions we visited that offered in-person absentee or early voting
prepared press releases and/or asked the media to inform the public when
and where to vote early or absentee in-person. In addition, most states
and/or counties had Web sites that provide information on such voting. In
some jurisdictions, political parties and other election organizations
provided information to voters on in-person absentee and early voting. In
one very large jurisdiction, election officials, in conjunction with the
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vendor of the jurisdiction’s voting equipment, advertised their early voting
program on a billboard at the juncture of the county’s two major freeways.

Challenges

In summary, election officials identified the following challenges in the
absentee and early voting process:

Preventing mail-in absentee voting fraud. Our telephone survey of
jurisdictions and discussions with local election officials revealed that
officials had established procedures to address certain potentials for
fraud, such as someone other than the registered voter completing the
ballot or voters casting more than one ballot in the same election.
However, some mail-in absentee voting fraud concerns remained,
particularly regarding absentee voters being unduly influenced or
intimidated while voting.

Addressing voter error issues, such as unsigned or otherwise incomplete
application and ballot materials, and receiving late applications and
ballots. Our telephone survey of jurisdictions and discussions with local
election officials showed that voters’ failures to provide critical
information, such as signatures and addresses, or jurisdictions receiving
applications and ballots after state statutory deadlines represent
principal challenges to successfully processing mail-in absentee
applications and qualifying ballots for counting.'®

8 For more information regarding similar challenges faced by local election officials, such
as voter errors and late receipt of applications and ballots from military and overseas
citizens, see our report GAO-01-1026, Sept. 28, 2001.
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Processing large numbers of mail-in absentee applications and ballots in
a timely manner. Local election officials indicated that large volumes of
mail-in absentee applications and ballots represent workload and
administrative challenges. In particular, officials expressed concerns
regarding the timely processing of applications received close to the
deadlines and the enhanced potential for errors in processing large
volumes of applications and ballots. In addition, officials identified
some concerns with postal costs, delivery, and/or timeliness. However,
officials expressed fewer concerns about postal delivery and timeliness
for domestic delivery than for overseas delivery."

Obtaining adequate staffing, supplies (including ballots), and locations
for conducting early voting. As on the election day, local election
officials indicated that the principal challenges in conducting in-person
absentee and early voting were having enough workers and locations for
the entire early voting period, as well as having all ballot styles available
at a single location.

19 For more information regarding postal delivery issues regarding military and overseas
citizens, see our report GAO-01-1026, Sept. 28, 2001.
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Chapter 4

Conducting Elections

Despite the numerous responsibilities that involve coordinating people,
preparing and using voting technologies, and following election rules and
processes, the behind-the-scenes efforts of election officials generally
attract little public notice. Election officials ordinarily find themselves in

Overview of Election
Administration

the spotlight only when citizens experience difficulties on election day.
Long lines at the polls, voters’ names missing from the registration lists, a
complicated ballot, voting machine malfunctions preventing vote casting,
or, as was the case in the 2000 presidential election in Florida, hotly
contested election results, may focus public attention on the otherwise
unnoticed details of election administration.

This chapter describes those activities that election administration officials
identified to us as important to planning and conducting an election. This
chapter also outlines the challenges those officials encountered in the
November 2000 election.

Conducting an election involves activities that must be concluded prior to
the election and on election day itself. As illustrated in figure 35, election
officials are responsible for a wide range of activities, all necessary to
ensure that all eligible citizens may freely cast their votes in private and
have them counted in federal, state, and local elections.
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Figure 35: Key Events Before and on Election Day
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After the polls close, poll workers must
return ballots to election headquarters.

On election day poll workers must
e set up and open the polling place.

e determine voter eligibility.

e conduct voting.
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The ways that local jurisdictions perform what can be an enormously
complicated civic duty vary widely across the country for several reasons.
First, states have different laws and regulations that govern elections; some
states exercise a relatively high degree of control over local elections while
others allow local jurisdictions to operate with more autonomy. For
example, some states have statewide election systems so that every voting
jurisdiction uses the same procedures for administering elections,
including registering voters, processing absentee ballots, using common
voting equipment, and tallying votes. Oklahoma, for example, standardizes
most aspects of local and statewide elections. In other states, local
jurisdictions run elections with less direction from the state, which means
local officials may exercise a larger degree of autonomy in conducting
elections. For instance, in Pennsylvania, local election officials told us
there are 67 counties and consequently 67 different ways of handling
elections. Figure 36 illustrates these differences.

Figure 36: Oklahoma and Pennsylvania lllustrate Differences in a Statewide Election System and Locally Autonomous
Jurisdictions

N\

Oklahoma has
¢ Standard election day procedures.

Pennsylvania has
¢ Standard poll worker training.

¢ few mandatory statewide election day

¢ Single voter registration and procedures.
election management system. * 67 counties with 67 different election
¢ One type of voting machine. systems.

¢ diverse voting technologies.

Source: GAO analysis based on information from local election officials.

Other states are somewhere in between Oklahoma and Pennsylvania on the
continuum of greater to lesser state direction of local elections. Virginia,
for example, requires local jurisdictions to follow many standardized
election procedures, but leaves their implementation largely to local
jurisdictions.
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Second, the type of voting technology used by a jurisdiction influences how
election officials plan and conduct an election. Usually it is local election
officials who choose the voting technology to be used in their precincts,
often from a list of state certified options, but in some states, state law
prescribes the use of common voting technology throughout the state. The
types and uses of voting technology are extensively described in chapter 1.
Depending on their jurisdiction’s type of voting equipment, election
officials face different challenges in ballot preparation, voter education,
poll worker training, and setting up the polls.

Third, the size of a voting jurisdiction will affect the complexity of planning
and conducting the election. The chief election official in a very large
voting jurisdiction said that

“the logistics of preparing and delivering voting supplies and equipment to the county’s
4,963 voting precincts, recruiting and training 25,000 election day poll workers, preparing
and mailing tens of thousands of absentee ballot packets daily and later signature verifying,
opening and sorting 521,180 absentee ballots, and finally, counting 2.7 million ballots is
extremely challenging.”

In contrast, one small jurisdiction we visited had only 2,843 registered
voters, 5 voting precincts, and 28 poll workers. As illustrated in figure 37,
the magnitude of key tasks for election officials in the large jurisdiction is a
thousand times larger than for the small jurisdiction.
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Figure 37: Size of Jurisdiction Affects Magnitude of Key Tasks for Election Officials
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Source: GAO analysis based on information from local election officials.

Fourth, jurisdictions face different burdens in preparing for election day
because where some have relatively homogeneous populations, others
service highly heterogeneous publics, with diverse histories, cultures, and
languages. In some jurisdictions, large segments of the population speak
languages other than English. In these jurisdictions, ballots must be
prepared in those languages. In November 2000, Los Angeles County, for
instance, provided ballots in Spanish, Chinese, Korean, Vietnamese,
Japanese, and Tagalog, as well as English. On the basis of a consent decree
with the Justice Department, Bernalillo County, New Mexico, will provide
certain types of voting assistance in the Navajo language, including
translation of the ballot. Election officials said, in the future, they
anticipate having to provide ballots in other Native American languages,
some of which have no written form.

And finally, the voting jurisdictions themselves may develop their own

election day traditions and cultures. For example, jurisdictions generally
seek to ensure that only eligible voters can cast their ballots on election
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day. However, the procedures adopted to determine whether a citizen who
appears at the polls is eligible to vote differ. Jurisdictions may place
different emphasis on preventing ineligible people from voting than they do
on facilitating voting for eligible voters. States have different legal
requirements for verifying voters’ identities, and localities develop different
procedures for handling questions about eligibility that arise on election
day. In some jurisdictions, voters identified themselves by stating their
names and addresses to the poll workers, who also matched the signature
on the voter application with the voter registration records. Other
jurisdictions require voters to present a valid photo identification card and
require the signature on their application to vote to match the signature on
their voter registration card. In other jurisdictions presenting some form of
identification, such as a hunting or fishing license, is sufficient to verify
one’s identity. Still other jurisdictions require no identification other than
the voter stating his or her name.

Preparing for Election

Day

¢ Recruiting and Training Poll Workers Was Major Problem for Many
Jurisdictions

e Selecting Polling Places That Met Standards Was Not Always Possible

¢ Designing Ballots That Were Clear to Voters Was More Challenging
for Long, Complex Ballots

¢ Educating Voters Can Help Reduce Election Problems

¢ Preparing and Delivering Equipment and Supplies Was Logistical
Challenge

In some jurisdictions, preparing for the presidential election began as early
as 10 months before the November 2000 general election. Despite
differences among local voting jurisdictions, five key tasks have emerged
from our interviews with election officials as integral to preparing for
elections. Prior to election day, officials must recruit and train a sufficient
number of poll workers with appropriate skills to open, operate, and close
polling places. Suitable polling places located in the voting precincts must
be reserved. Election officials are responsible for designing and producing
multiple versions of ballots, which may vary not only by voting precinct but
by address within a voting precinct. Many jurisdictions educate voters
about the ballot, the voting technology they will use, and where to vote. In
the days leading up to election day, voting equipment and supplies,
prepared weeks in advance, must be delivered to thousands of polling
places.
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According to the results of our mail survey of local election officials,
nationwide 57 percent (plus or minus 4 percent)’ of voting jurisdictions
said they encountered major problems in conducting the November 2000
election. During our on-site visits, election officials described in greater
detail the problems and challenges they faced and the ways they addressed
these challenges. These challenges include

¢ labor shortages among the ranks of qualified poll workers, exacerbated
by low pay;

¢ limited access to a shrinking number of appropriate polling places;

¢ complicated ballots or new voting technology unfamiliar to voters; and

¢ limited resources for voter education.

Recruiting and Training Poll
Workers Was Major Problem
for Many Jurisdictions

A A

National Survey Results

We estimate that 51 percent of the jurisdictions nationwide reported that it
was somewhat or very difficult to find a sufficient number of poll workers.

GAO Mail Survey of Jurisdictions

Elections in all states could not take place without an army of poll workers
who run the polls on election day. Poll workers are the frontline of
democracy. They are the public face of elections for most citizens, whose
voting experience is largely informed by their interaction at the polls with
poll workers. Although these workers are usually employed for only one
day, the success of election administration partly hinges upon their ability
to perform their jobs well. Therefore, recruiting and training qualified poll
workers becomes one of the most crucial tasks that election officials face
in most locations. On the basis of our mail survey, we estimate that 51
percent of jurisdictions nationwide had a somewhat or very difficult time
getting enough poll workers. Of these jurisdictions, 27 percent had
difficulty obtaining enough poll workers, and 23 percent had difficulty

1 Unless otherwise noted, all estimates from our mail survey of jurisdictions have 95 percent
confidence intervals of plus or minus 4 percentage points or less.
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obtaining enough required Democrat or Republican poll workers. These
problems were the most frequently identified by the jurisdictions in
preparing for elections. Factors that can work in concert to complicate an
already difficult task for election officials include an aging work force, low
pay, little or no training, and limited authority to hold poll workers
accountable for their job performance. To meet these challenges, some
election officials said that they have developed specific recruiting and
training strategies.

Some poll workers are elected; some are appointed; and some are
volunteers. For example, Pennsylvania law specifies that poll workers be
elected to the position. One official in a small jurisdiction told us that “We
beg people to do it.” Political parties often play a key role in identifying
poll workers. For example, Illinois statutes require leading political parties
to nominate all election judges needed at the polls on election day. Many
jurisdictions require that poll workers from each of the two major parties
staff each precinct. For example, New York law requires that each polling
place must be staffed with four election inspectors equally divided between
the major political parties.

Poll workers have different titles, levels of pay, training requirements, and
responsibilities, depending on state law and the organization and traditions
of the local jurisdiction. Jurisdictions assign their poll workers different
responsibilities in the polling place and call them by different titles,
including clerks, wardens, election judges, inspectors, captains, and
precinct officers. Often jurisdictions have a chief poll worker. Virtually all
the jurisdictions we visited provide some compensation to poll workers for
their service on election day, ranging from $55 a day for clerks to $150 a day
for a coordinator. These amounts differ by jurisdiction and level of
responsibility within the polling place. Jurisdictions also differ in the
training that they provide and require for poll workers prior to the election.
Most of the election officials we talked to said that they offer some training
for poll workers, and some said that the training is mandatory. One
jurisdiction requires that each poll worker be certified as an inspector by
the county board after attending an official training class and passing a
written test. Some jurisdictions only require training for individuals who
have not previously served as poll workers. Other jurisdictions require only
that the lead poll workers be trained before each election.

In addition to the number, pay, and training of poll workers, jurisdictions

differ in the levels of authority and responsibility they grant to poll
workers. Poll workers may have significant autonomy over the operation
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Low Pay, Long Hours Often
Created Problems in Recruiting
Enough Poll Workers

of the polling place and decisions, being the final authority on interpreting
guidance in areas such as deciding who can vote and determining voter
intent. In other jurisdictions, poll workers have limited discretion and
function primarily as clerks and facilitators, referring decisions back to
elections headquarters.

Many people who are available for occasional full-day employment as poll
workers are older, perhaps retired, and likely attracted to the work because
of something other than the pay, which is generally low. An election official
in a small jurisdiction said that over 70 percent of their poll workers are
over 65 years of age. Another election official reported that

“ inspectors serve 17 or 18 hours, a very long day. Because many of our inspectors are
senior citizens, between the age of 70 and 80-plus years, such conditions are difficult on
them physically, as well as creating the potential for errors at the end of election day. Since
compensation for this job is only $80 to $135 per day, depending upon the election district, it
is not sufficient to attract a younger workforce.”

Election officials often face a plethora of problems recruiting and training
their poll workers. Some election officials simply cannot recruit enough
poll workers; others have a stable but aging workforce, and still others
cannot recruit reliable workers with the requisite skills. Particular
recruitment problems vary. Election officials from several jurisdictions
mentioned that they have problems getting enough poll workers in the
manner specified by law. For example, in a jurisdiction that requires
election of poll workers, election officials told us that they rarely have
enough poll workers running for the positions. Several election officials
noted that often the political parties do not provide enough poll worker
nominations to cover the needs of the jurisdiction, despite a legal
requirement that they provide all the poll workers. One official in a small
jurisdiction that typically votes for candidates of one party said that they
often could not find enough poll workers from the other party.

Several officials said that their election workforce was aging and they were
having difficulty recruiting younger workers. The pool of potential poll
workers may be shrinking because a greater proportion of the population
have full time employment and poll worker pay is inadequate to attract
employed or more skilled workers. One official remarked that
volunteering is characteristic of an older generation. Another official said
that “[w]hat they [the election judges] used to consider as a fun and
interesting day and an American duty has become ‘heavy duty.”” The length
of the day is a complaint of many poll workers. In one large jurisdiction,
election officials asked poll workers to provide feedback on their
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Poll Workers With Specialized
Skills Were Often Difficult to
Find

Officials Reported Problems
With Reliability of Some
Available Poll Workers

experience in the November 2000. One poll worker responded that it was
“[a]bsolutely, positively too long a day. I am 26 years old and very athletic
and still went home at night and fell asleep with my clothes on. With the
majority of helpers either older or disabled, I have no idea how they
survived the day.”

Another problem is addressing the specialized labor needs unique to
particular polling sites, according to several local election officials. Some
polling places required poll workers to have specific language skills; other
locations needed poll workers who were able to learn the technical skills
necessary to operate voting equipment. Finding qualified bilingual
workers, specifically workers fluent in Asian languages, is one very large
jurisdiction’s biggest recruiting problem. Some places had trouble finding
poll workers with the skills to use computers and newer technologies. One
election official wrote that “it is increasingly difficult to find folks to work
for $6 an hour. We are relying on older retired persons — many who
can’t/won’t keep up with changes in the technology or laws. Many of our
workers are 70+.” Officials in one very large jurisdiction said they have no
scarcity of people willing to serve, but finding people to meet specialized
needs is the issue.

Because election officials have little ability to hold poll workers
accountable for how well they do their jobs on election day, they try to find
reliable workers, but must sometimes take whomever they can find.
Officials we talked to cited a number of examples from the November 2000
election. An election official in a medium-sized jurisdiction said that not
only did she have difficulty finding a sufficient number of poll workers, but
also that she was not satisfied with the performance of some of the
workers she did recruit. Some officials said that problems with
performance and an aging poll worker labor pool can overlap. As an
example, one official said she had to let an elderly worker go because the
person could no longer reconcile the ballot roster at the end of the day. An
election official in a large jurisdiction said that the worst part of his job was
signing letters to older poll workers thanking them for their years of service
and telling them that their services would no longer be needed. Because
workers are in short supply, some election officials stated that they found
themselves on the horns of a dilemma, choosing between finding enough
workers versus hiring skilled and reliable workers.

One major problem for election officials is absenteeism on election day. As

one official from a very large county told us, “our biggest fear concerning
election workers is whether they will show up on election day.” In the
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Minimal Training May Not Have
Adequately Prepared Poll
Workers for Election Day

Concerned Officials Developed
Recruiting and Training
Strategies

November 2000 election, one very large jurisdiction had 20 percent of its
poll workers cancel or not show up on election day. Some jurisdictions
tried to plan around poll worker absenteeism by recruiting and training
more than they needed, but still had insufficient poll workers on election
day. As one official from a medium-sized jurisdiction said, “[w]e are usually
able to recruit more poll workers than needed. However, because of no-
shows, we came up short on election day. No one has an abundance of
good poll workers.”

We estimate that 87 percent of jurisdictions nationwide provided some
training for poll workers. Poll worker training courses generally span a few
hours time and focus on the key processes that poll workers should follow,
including how to operate voting equipment. Although most of the
Jjurisdictions we visited required some poll worker training, election
officials cited instances where poll workers who had attended either still
did not understand what they were to do or chose not to follow specific
instructions on how to run the polls. For example, to handle unregistered
voters in one very large jurisdiction, the poll workers were instructed to
provide those voters with questionable credentials a provisional ballot.
However, some poll workers failed to follow these rules and turned away
some voters from the polling place. Poll worker training in the sites we
visited rarely included discussion of the interpersonal skills that poll
workers should employ when dealing with frustrated citizens or with each
other.

Some jurisdictions have developed strategies for addressing the particular
challenges associated with poll worker recruitment and training. Officials
in the jurisdictions we visited described both measures that their
jurisdictions have adopted and ones that they would like to institute if they
had the funding and legal authority to do so. Many election officials told us
that increasing poll worker pay would be an important step in efforts to
solve poll worker recruitment problems.

Recruiting Strategies Targeted Youth, Civil Servants, Businesses,
and Civic Groups

To recruit more poll workers, jurisdictions have special recruitment
programs in place.

e Student Poll Worker Programs: Some jurisdictions have been

participating in student poll worker programs. For example, in its 1999-
2000 legislative session, Colorado passed legislation that allowed junior
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and senior high school students, ages 16 and older, to serve as election
judges as long as they also met other criteria, such as being
recommended by a school official and having a parent’s or guardian’s
permission. Students must pass the same training courses as
nonstudent election judges. Other states also allow for the use of
student judges. In the 2000 general election, one very large jurisdiction
used 969 students from 91 schools as election judges. This number
included 453 bilingual students.

e State and County Employees as Poll Workers: Civil servants were
recruited to serve as poll workers in a number of jurisdictions. One very
large jurisdiction had a County Poll Worker Program that permitted
county employees to volunteer as poll workers. Those employees
participating received their county pay for election day, plus either a $55
or $75 stipend, and $25 for attending the training. For the November
election, 1,400 county employees worked as poll workers. Our mail
survey results showed that 21 percent of jurisdictions nationwide used
workers from local governments or schools to help staff the polls in the
November 2000 general election. Election officials in one medium-sized
jurisdiction we visited said they used 25 to 30 state employees as
election judges in November 2000. These state employees received their
regular pay in addition to the poll worker compensation.

e Adopt-a-Poll Programs: Some jurisdictions have developed a program
to let businesses or community groups adopt a poll and use their
employees or volunteers to staff that polling place. Election officials in
a very large jurisdiction encouraged companies and service
organizations to adopt a poll. Participating organizations provided the
poll workers, who were allowed to wear shirts with the logo of the
company or organization. In another large jurisdiction, volunteers from
a charity organization adopted a poll and donated their poll worker pay
to the charity. In this case, staffing a poll was both an exercise of civic
duty and a fundraising event.

o Split Shifts for Poll Workers: To make the poll worker’s day more
manageable, some jurisdictions are allowing poll workers to serve only
half of the election day, rather than asking them to commit to a 12 to 18
hour day. Election officials from one jurisdiction that uses split shifts
said that poll workers are very pleased with the option of working only
part of a day. Additionally, they said that they have had less trouble
recruiting poll workers since they don’t have to work an entire election
day.

In addition to these recruiting strategies, jurisdictions have proposals that
are pending necessary legislative changes and funding. Several
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jurisdictions told us that their state has legislation pending that would
allow serving as a poll worker to satisfy jury duty requirements. Officials in
several jurisdictions expressed the view that an election holiday at the state
or national level would, among other things, make more citizens who are
employed full time free to serve at the polls. Our mail survey results
indicate that 29 percent of the jurisdictions nationwide favor establishing
election day as a national holiday; 19 percent support providing federal
employees time off to assist at the polls; but only 5 percent favor extending
voting hours or holding Saturday voting.

Officials Turned to Training Efforts to Improve Poll Worker
Performance

To prepare poll workers for election day, many jurisdictions have focused
on improving poll worker training. Although training may be required,
some poll workers do not attend and are still allowed to work. To
encourage attendance at training sessions, some jurisdictions offer
attendees a stipend in addition to their nominal poll worker pay.

Localities have pursued a variety of approaches for improving training
classes. For example, one very large jurisdiction hired experts in adult
education to improve the quality of their training courses. Some states
provide localities with training resources. For example, in Washington and
West Virginia, the states produce standard training materials, relieving the
local voting jurisdiction from the cost of producing such materials, and
offering a consistent curriculum for poll workers.

Some jurisdictions tailored the content of the training sessions to focus on
changes that have occurred in the election system or on problematic tasks
that poll workers are likely to encounter on election day. For example,
when introducing a new voting technology, one very large jurisdiction
produced a video to train poll workers in the use of their new optical scan
counters. When introducing its touchscreen DRE voting equipment,
another very large jurisdiction had the equipment vendor provide the
training video and materials. To prepare poll workers for situations they
may encounter on election day, several jurisdictions had poll workers
participate in simulated precinct operations in their training class.

Recruiting and training poll workers are major concerns for election
officials. When asked what their three top priorities would be if federal
funds were available for election administration, over half of the election
officials from the jurisdictions that we visited told us that they would use
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the money to increase poll worker pay and/or to improve poll worker
training.

Selecting Polling Places
That Met Standards Was Not
Always Possible

National Survey Results

We estimate that 9 percent of the jurisdictions nationwide had a major
problem obtaining enough polling places accessible to voters with disabilities.

GAO Mail Survey of Jurisdictions

Election officials are responsible for obtaining a sufficient number of
polling places that meet basic standards. To meet the needs of the voting
population, the polling places should be available on election day and
easily accessible to all voters, including voters with disabilities. They
should also have a sufficient infrastructure to support voting machines and
provide basic comforts for voters and poll workers alike. This
infrastructure includes electricity, communication lines, heating, and
cooling units. Many public and private facilities are used as polling places,
including schools, churches, community buildings, malls, and garages.
Specific legal requirements relating to the number, location, and
characteristics of polling places can vary from state to state.

For nearly two-thirds of the jurisdictions nationwide, we estimate that
obtaining polling places did not pose a major problem. Our mail survey
results also indicate that only 5 percent of the jurisdictions nationwide said
they had a major problem obtaining enough polling places and 9 percent
said that they had a major problem obtaining enough polling places
accessible to voters with disabilities. However, in our site visits many
election officials did identify difficulties they had securing polling places.
According to election officials, low rental fees, the disruption of business
that ordinarily takes place at a facility, and the possibility of damage to
facilities are the primary reasons that fewer and fewer locations are willing
to serve as polling places. In many jurisdictions, officials said that they still
had jurisdictions that were not fully accessible to voters with disabilities.
To address this challenge, some officials have consolidated precincts or
created a “super precinct,” a single, centralized location where all voters
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Some Jurisdictions Failed to
Find Enough Polling Places That
Met Standards

cast their ballots no matter what the geographic boundaries of their
assigned precinct. Some jurisdictions have adopted election day holidays,
which help resolve some problems of using schools as polling places when
students are present. Additionally, officials said they have taken steps to
provide alternatives to voters with disabilities when the polling places are
not fully accessible.

Among jurisdictions where reserving polling places is an ongoing problem,
officials may be faced with the problem of accepting polling places that do
not meet all of the basic standards in order to have enough places to
conduct the election. For example, election officials in different
jurisdictions said that they used polling places in the November 2000
election that did not fully meet requirements that polling places

¢ limit the number of voters who may vote in one location,

¢ Dbe located within the precinct they serve or be centrally located within
the precinct,

¢ De accessible to voters with disabilities,” or

¢ provide the infrastructure necessary to support election activities.

Finding locations that are handicapped-accessible is a particular concern
for local election officials; in many places, officials have not located
enough polling places that meet the needs of voters with disabilities and
the elderly.? Our onsite work on the November 2000 election found that
polling places are generally located in schools, libraries, churches, and
town halls, as well as other facilities. Although the extent to which any
given feature may prevent or facilitate access is unknown, we estimate
that, from the parking area to the voting room, 16 percent of all polling
places have no potential impediments. Fifty-six percent have one or more
potential impediments but offer curbside voting, and 28 percent have one
or more potential impediments and do not offer curbside voting. Although
efforts have been made to improve voting accessibility for people with
disabilities, state and local election officials we surveyed cited a variety of
challenges to improving access. Facilities used as polling places are
generally owned or controlled by public or private entities not responsible
for running elections, complicating attempts to make them more
accessible. Places in older, denser cities have particular difficulties

% See footnote 3 in the Executive Summary.

? See footnote 3 in the Executive Summary.
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Lacking Access to and Control of
Facilities Presented Problems
for Some Officials

locating not only buildings that are accessible but that also have accessible
parking facilities. For example, in one very large jurisdiction we found that
of the 1,681 polling places used in the November 2000 election, only 440
were handicapped accessible. Even fewer, 46, had handicapped parking.

A scarcity of available polling places also led some officials to accept
facilities that did not meet other specifications. Officials in a large
jurisdiction told us they had to settle for substandard buildings, some of
which were being renovated, that did not have electricity or heating.
Additionally, the officials told us that every year the department of
elections buys heaters for some buildings that serve as polling locations. A
small jurisdiction faced a temporary problem with the school gymnasium
that the town uses as its super precinct-a single polling location for all
precincts. During the 2000 primary election, the gym was undergoing
significant renovation, and half of the space usually available for elections
was closed off. Additionally, temporary electricity, communication lines,
and toilet facilities had to be added for the election. Because the
construction was completed before the general election, the jurisdiction
did not have these problems in November 2000.

Election officials expressed concern that it is not only difficult to retain
current polling places but also challenging to find replacements. Some
jurisdictions lack funds to pay a large enough stipend to a facility to
provide an incentive for its owners to offer it for use as a polling place. In
one case, according to the election official, the stipend was so small that it
may not have even covered the owner’s electricity costs. Election officials
may be hampered by laws that restrict them from spending public funds to
modify private facilities to make the spaces ready for the elections or to
repair damage to those facilities that result from their use as a polling
place. Schools are often used as polling places. But space constraints and
security considerations raised by having nonstudents entering the school
grounds during school hours have led some schools to withdraw their
facilities as polling places.

Election officials do not generally have control over polling places. Some
must rely on building managers or custodians to unlock the buildings and
ready the space for election day. Because the polls typically open so early
in the morning, custodians may not have opened the space so that the poll
workers could enter on time. For example, officials in both a large and a
medium-sized jurisdiction reported that poll workers were delayed because
buildings were not unlocked and accessible at the appointed time on
election day.
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Officials Developed Strategies to
Compensate for Lack of
Adequate Facilities

Before every election, some jurisdictions provide information to voters
about their polling place location. For example, one medium-sized
Jjurisdiction mailed out polling place location information to every
household. Many jurisdictions may also describe the location of the voter’s
polling place in print, radio, and television announcements. Canceling
locations after they have been publicized presents difficulties for election
officials who must find substitute locations and then try to notify the voters
of the last minute change. For example, in one very large jurisdiction, five
locations canceled after the sample ballot, which lists the precinct the
voter is assigned to, was mailed. The jurisdiction had to mail out 110,500
post cards to the affected voters notifying them of their new polling place.

To compensate for the lack of an adequate number of facilities, election
administration officials have pursued or proposed the following actions:

e Consolidated Precincts: To ease the difficulty of finding polling places
for each voting precinct, some jurisdictions are consolidating several
precincts into a single location. One small jurisdiction crafted a super
precinct with all six precincts in one polling place. This solution offers
the advantages of providing a known, central location easy for voters to
find and alleviating the pressure to provide poll workers for each polling
place. By using this super precinct, the jurisdiction is able to provide
handicapped access and parking to all its voters. Additionally, the
county clerk, who is the chief election official, is on site to resolve any
issues over voters’ eligibility to vote. Rather than creating a super
precinct, some jurisdictions are consolidating voting precincts. One
large and one medium jurisdiction consolidated several precincts
resulting in fewer polling places. One of these jurisdictions has 45
polling places with as many as 4 precincts per polling place; the other
has 270 polling locations for 576 precincts.

¢ Revised State Limits on Number of Voters Per Precinct: In some cases
the election officials’ proposed strategies for dealing with these
problems involve changing state laws that prescribe the number of
registered voters per precinct. By increasing the number of registered
voters per precinct, officials hope to decrease the number of required
polling locations. California introduced legislation to increase the
number of voters in each precinct from 1,000 to 1,250, which would
reduce the number of polling places needed. This solution would also
reduce the number of poll workers needed on election day. However, as
one election official observed, an unintended consequence of
condensing precincts may be longer lines at polling places, which makes
voting a more time-consuming and difficult activity.
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e School Holidays on Election Day: Traditionally, schools have served as
polling places. However, several election officials mentioned that they
are increasingly difficult to obtain because of security concerns and
competition for space when students are present. In one large
jurisdiction, election officials, in cooperation with school boards, have
made election day a student holiday. The schools, which account for
two-thirds of the polling places, are then available as polling locations
with teachers present, alleviating some of the security concerns.
Similarly, a medium-sized jurisdiction persuaded three of its four school
districts to schedule a student holiday on election day.

e All-Mail Voting: Oregon is the only state that has adopted mail voting
for all its elections statewide. Election officials told us that one of the
positive effects of their move to all-mail voting is that election
jurisdictions no longer have to contend with the logistical problem of
securing polling places or hiring poll workers. Other jurisdictions use
all-mail voting on a more limited scale. For example, one medium-sized
jurisdiction has mail-only precincts for sparsely populated areas. In
another medium-sized jurisdiction, officials said they also permit
smaller election jurisdictions, such as a water district, to opt to hold a
special election entirely by mail.

Designing and Producing
Ballots That Were Clear to
Voters Was More
Challenging For Long,
Complex Ballots

National Survey Results

We estimate that 42 percent of the jurisdictions nationwide indicated that
the federal government should subsidize the operational costs of elections
(e.g. printing ballots or paying poll workers).

GAO Mail Survey of Jurisdictions

Despite the controversy over the “butterfly ballot” and other ballot
problems in the aftermath of Florida’s 2000 election, few election officials
we spoke with reported experiencing major difficulty with ballot design for
the November 2000 general election. We estimate that only 2 percent of
jurisdictions nationwide thought that confusing ballot design was a major
problem. However, we emphasize that this is the view of election officials
and not voters. Election officials are responsible for designing ballots that
meet both statutory requirements and the requirements of the particular
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voting equipment and that are easy for voters to understand. Officials we
met with did identify a number of challenges they faced in ballot design.
They noted that designing usable, easily understood ballots that meet the
constraints of particular voting equipment can become much more difficult
in jurisdictions where the ballot is printed in multiple languages, or a large
number of offices or initiatives are on the ballot.

Many states have statutory requirements that affect the design and layout
of ballots. The specific statutory requirements and the level of detail
specified differ by state. Many states prescribe specific features of ballot
design. For example, some states require that ballots provide for rotation
of candidates so that the no candidate of a particular party consistently has
the advantage of appearing first on the ballot. State law in other states
dictates that voters be offered a ballot that allows them to vote a straight-
party ticket. Some states identify the order of races and ballot issues. For
example, Washington law specifies that state ballot issues appear before all
offices on the ballot. In New York, state law even includes specifications
relating to the size of the print and the size of the checkboxes for the ballot.
States also differ in the degree of state oversight of ballot design. In some
statewide systems, such as those in Oklahoma, ballot design is done
primarily at the state level for state and federal offices. In Massachusetts,
the state designs and prints all ballots for state elections. In other states,
such as Virginia, local officials develop ballots, but the State Board of
Elections must approve them. Other states have no statutes that provide
instruction on ballot design, leaving ballot design in the hands of local
officials without state oversight.

The voting technology that a jurisdiction uses is the major factor that
influences ballot design and defines the tasks that election officials face as
they prepare the ballot. As we discussed in chapter 1, different voting
machines require different types of ballots and each different type has its
own constraints. For example, the size of ballot, type of paper, and other
features of the ballot must follow physical characteristics of the voting
machine. Figure 38 illustrates two punch card ballots and identifies some
of the characteristics that caused problems with the ballots for the
November 2000 election.

Page 170 GAO-02-3 Elections



Chapter 4
Conducting Elections

Figure 38: Physical Limitations of Punch Card Ballots
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A vote-recording device holds the ballot book
that lists the candidate and ballot issues. This
example of a butterfly ballot from Cuyahoga
County features a punch card with 228
scored boxes. Punch cards allow for 228, 312
and 456 choices on a ballot. The greater the
number of choices on the punch card, the
greater the potential for error in punching
the preferred choice.

Voters insert the punch card, with prescored
boxes into the vote recording device. Using
a stylus, voters indicate their preferences by
punching the card. When punch cards are
misaligned in the vote recording device,
the voters' choices may not be properly
recorded. The ballot book from Chicago
pictured here matches the punch card,
which allows for 456 voting choices.

Source: Local election officials in Cuyahoga County, Ohio, and Cook County, lllinois.

Figure 39 shows an optical scan ballot and a ballot for a pushbutton DRE
voting machine.
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Figure 39: Characteristics of Optical Scan and Pushbutton DRE Ballots
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1. Make your selections by pressing the "X™ located at the right of the names of the
for .

A full-faced ballot is placed over the face of the pushbutton DRE
machine. The Delaware ballot pictured here identifies political
parties by name and symbol. The ballot instructs the voter to make

Trilingual optical scan ballot from San Francisco. Voters selections by pressing the Xs next to the candidates of their choice.
select their choices by completing the arrow next to the A light is illuminated to indicate each choice made. To cast the
names of their candidates. ballot, the voter must press the "vote" button on the machine below

the ballot. Choices may be changed at anytime before pressing
the "vote" button.

Source: Local election officials in San Francisco, California, and New Castle County, Delaware.

Election officials must determine all the ballot styles needed for every
precinct in the jurisdiction. They must “define the election,” which entails
identifying all races, candidates, and issues such as statewide referenda or
local tax levies in a particular election. Additionally, officials must
determine how many variations of the ballot they need to produce. A
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Officials Reported Voters
Confused by Some Ballots

voting jurisdiction, which is generally a county, is comprised of precincts.
Voters in the same precinct may vote a different ballot because boundaries
of certain election districts, such as congressional districts and special
districts, may vary within the precinct. Therefore, voters in the same
precinct may vote different ballot styles, depending on where the voter
lives.

Jurisdictions design their ballots to meet the special needs of their
constituents in various ways. Certain jurisdictions may require that ballots
be prepared in multiple languages. Others prepare audio versions of their
ballot for sight-impaired voters. For example, one very large jurisdiction,
which uses touch screen DRE machines, provides an audio option to allow
blind voters to cast their ballots in privacy without outside assistance. No
matter the ballot style or unique aspects of ballot design, all ballots must
include instructions to voters on how to complete their ballots.

Once election officials determine everything that must appear on the ballot,
they must construct detailed layouts for a particular type of ballot used for
their election equipment. In many jurisdictions, the ballot layout is
completed in-house. Some jurisdictions have computer programs that they
use for ballot layout. In other places, election officials rely on voting
equipment vendors, printers, or other outside contractors to fit the
candidates and issues onto the ballot.

Although most officials did not identify ballot design as a major problem
area, some officials reported the design of the ballot created problems and
confusion for some voters in the November 2000 election. These problems
generally varied by the type of voting equipment used by the jurisdiction.
On the ballot for a medium-sized jurisdiction that used lever machines, the
list of names for president was so long that it extended into a second row.
Election officials said that listing candidates in a second row confused
some voters. In a small optical scan jurisdiction, officials said that their
voters seemed to have problems with the write-in section of their ballot.
Voters selected a choice from the candidates listed on their ballots and then
also wrote in the candidate's name in the write-in section. The officials
believe that this confusion on the part of the voters accounted for much of
their county’s 5 percent overvote for president. In one small jurisdiction,
officials said that they had to use both sides of their optical scan ballot
because of the number of issues on the ballot. They said that two-sided
ballots generally created some voter confusion. Some voters did not flip
their two-sided ballot over and only voted on one side.
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Production of Paper and Punch
Card Ballots Added an Extra
Layer of Difficulty

Officials Did Not Have Many
Options for Ballot Design

In one very large punch card jurisdiction election officials said that after
the difficulties with the butterfly ballot in Florida were publicized, they also
received complaints that the butterfly ballot for their punch card machines
was confusing. Additionally, they said that approximately 1,500 voters put
their punch cards into the machine upside down, thereby negating their
vote. In a jurisdiction that uses a full-face electronic DRE machine, officials
had to use a small print size, difficult for some voters to read, to ensure that
their ballot could (1) include all of the races and candidates, (2) meet the
legal requirement that the full text of all ballot issues appear, and (3) have
all text in English and Spanish. Additionally, because many voters had not
received advanced information on the issues on the ballot, they took more
time in the voting booth; thus, waiting times at polls became lengthy.

The preparation of paper and punch card ballots requires an extra step in
the production process. These types of ballots must be printed or
produced separately from the voting machine, which introduces the
potential for other problems. In a medium-sized jurisdiction that uses
punch card ballots, officials said the printer trimmed ballots too closely,
and the ballots had to be redone. Locations that use punch card machines
provide a ballot book that fits onto the machine and identifies for the voter
the correct location to punch. The paper ballot book and the punch card
must be correctly aligned in the machine. Small deviations can result in
erroneous punches. Officials in optical scan jurisdictions also reported
ballot production problems. For example, officials said that a printing error
on the ballots caused the counting machines to reject the ballots in one
medium-sized jurisdiction. A small ink dot in the ballot coding section
made the ballots unreadable by the machines.

Election officials told us that they anticipated that long lists of candidates
or changes in their traditional ballot format would lead to ballots that
would confuse some voters. However, they often had limited alternatives,
given everything they had to fit on the ballot for the November 2000
election. Some officials attempted to mitigate the impact of confusing
ballot features by focusing voter education on these features. For example,
officials in a large jurisdiction anticipated that they would have a problem
with their three-column ballot design and the straight-party ballot option.
If voters wanted to vote a straight party ticket in the November 2000
election, they had to mark the ballot in four different places, which was a
departure from the usual way ballots were voted. These officials said that
they tried to avert a problem for the voters by emphasizing this change in
the ballot in voter education efforts before the election.
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Some other jurisdictions have adopted longer range efforts to limit the
length and complexity of ballots. To minimize the length of the ballot,
officials in South Carolina recommended the creation of two different
ballots—one for candidates and one for ballot issues. Washington pursued a
similar course of action, scheduling state elections in the off-years of the
presidential election cycle.

Jurisdictions identified other ideas to improve ballot design that are still in
the proposal stage. Officials in one jurisdiction said they would like to use
professional design consultants to create ballots that are easy to use and
understand. Another jurisdiction is proposing to pretest ballots with
selected groups of voters to identify and resolve design flaws before the
election. Given the many problems of voter confusion with ballot design
identified in the detailed reviews of ballots cast in Florida, many are
interested in applying the principles of the field of information design to
developing usability standards for ballot design. Some jurisdictions are
planning to acquire new voting equipment and the characteristics of the
ballots associated with different equipment will play a big role in their
decision. One official in a very large jurisdiction told us that they would
not even consider optical scan equipment because the amount of paper that
would be required for their complex ballots would be prohibitive.

Educating Voters Can Help
Reduce Problems in
Conducting Elections

National Survey Results

We estimate that over a third of the jurisdictions nationwide believed that
federal government should provide monetary assistance for voter education
programs.

GAO Mail Survey of Jurisdictions

To educate voters on how to translate their choices of candidates and
issues into votes on election day, jurisdictions employ a range of activities.
Jurisdictions place varying degrees of emphasis on educating voters on
election processes and procedures. Some officials publish a sample ballot
in local newspapers; others publish voter guides, mail out sample ballots
and election information to every registered voter, and fund public service
announcements. Officials told us that the introduction of new voting
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Emphasis Placed on Informing
Voters Differed Across
Jurisdictions

Some Jurisdictions Use Multiple
Media to Disseminate Voter
Information

technologies or other significant changes in the way elections are
conducted increases the need for educating voters on how the changes will
affect the way they vote. A lack of funds is the primary challenge that
election officials said they face in expanding their efforts to educate voters
about elections. On the basis of our mail survey, we estimate that over a
third of the jurisdictions nationwide believed that the federal government
should provide monetary assistance for voter education programs.

Virtually all jurisdictions we visited provide some information to assist
voters in knowing how, when, and where to vote. However, there is wide
variation in the amount and type of information provided and in the
importance elections officials attach to voter education. In one small
jurisdiction, for example, an election official told us, “[p]eople have been
voting here the same way all their lives. They don’t need voter education.”
However, in many jurisdictions, election officials consider more extensive
voter education campaigns to be an important way to minimize voter errors
on election day. Some jurisdictions use multiple media for providing
information to the public before election day, and other jurisdictions would
like to provide more extensive voter education, but lack resources to do so.

Jurisdictions provide voter education through print and electronic media,
public demonstrations of the voting process, and public forums. In our
mail survey of jurisdictions, we asked local election officials to identify
ways they provided information to voters for the November 2000 election.
Making information available at the election office and printing election
information in the local newspaper were by far the most common ways of
providing information to voters. Our mail survey results indicate that about
91 percent of the jurisdictions nationwide made sample ballots available at
the election office; 74 percent printed sample ballots in the local
newspaper; and 82 percent printed a list of polling places in the local paper.
In contrast, between 18 and 20 percent of jurisdictions nationwide
indicated they placed public service ads on local media, performed
community outreach programs, and/or put some voter information on the
Internet. Mailing voter information to all registered voters was the least
used approach. Thirteen percent of the jurisdictions mailed voting
instructions; 7 percent mailed sample ballots; and only 6 percent mailed
voters information on polling locations.

All election officials we visited provide information to the public at the

elections office and answer inquiries from citizens. Most jurisdictions also
provide information on elections to the public by publishing sample ballots,
candidate lists and positions, registration deadlines, polling place location,
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and times the polls open and close. Fewer jurisdictions mail information on
the election directly to voters. Some states mail voter guides, which
provide detailed explanations of ballot issues and describe all the
candidates for state and federal office to registered voters. Some local
Jjurisdictions have developed voter guides and other information on the
election to help educate voters. Jurisdictions we visited provided an array
of different types of voter information and aids. In one large jurisdiction,
election officials distributed business cards with instructions on how to
complete optical scan ballots on one side and dates of elections on the
other. A very large jurisdiction provided voters a demonstration that
included instructions on punch card voting and sample ballots. Some of
the materials alert voters to common mistakes that they should avoid.
Voter education materials are often both distributed before the election and
available at the polls on election day. Figure 40 provides examples of
materials jurisdictions used to inform voters in the November 2000
election.
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Figure 40: Voter Education Materials lllustrate Range of Printed Assistance
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B. Some jurisdictions, such as Los Angeles,
educate voters about special services, such
as assistance for non-English speakers.
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REGISTER NOW

When you go to the polls MAKE YOUR
VOTE COUNT...

COMPLETE THE ARROW 4= =i
]

For election information in Tulsa,
telephone 596-5780

- o

To keep your voice in government, register and vote.

City of Tulsa Primary Feb. 01, 2000
Annual School Feb. 08, 2000
City of Owasso / SS - Primary Mar. 07, 2000
City of T Mar. 14, 2000
Presidental Preferential Primary Mar. 14, 2000
Annual School Runoff Apr. 04, 2000
OW/BIix/SS Apr. 04, 2000
State & County Primary Aug. 22, 2000
State & County - Runoff Sep. 19, 2000
State & County - General Nov. 07, 2000
Absentee and early in-person voling is aflowed in all elections.

S ————————————————

C. Tulsa uses the front side of wallet cards to
educate voters on the proper way to complete
optical scan ballots.

D. Tulsa uses the reverse side to provide
schedules for key events.

EXHIBIT G

HOW TO VOTE ON THE
VOTE RECORDER

STEP2

S
Al C—
—____|.H %
o Tonex
o PAGE
STEP 1 STEP 2
Using both hands, slide the ballot card all the way Be sure the two holes al the top of the card fit
into the Vote Recorder, over the two red pins on the Vote Recorder.

STEP 3 STEP 4

To vote, hold the Punch straight up and push down After voting, slide the card out of the Vote Recorder

through the card for each of your choices. Vote all pages, and place it in the grey secrecy envelope. If you

Use the punch provided. Do not use pen or pencil. make a mistake, ask for another ballot.
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REMEMBER!
DO NOT OVERVOTE!

MAKE YOUR VOTE COUNT: iF you voTe
FOR MORE CANDIDATES THAN INDICATED
UNDER THE OFFICE TITLE, YOUR VOTE
FOR THAT OFFICE WILL NOT BE COUNTED.
IF YOU MAKE AN ERROR WHEN VOTING,
RETURN YOUR BALLOT AND REQUEST
ANOTHER.

F. Detroit warns voters against choosing more than one
candidate in a single race on one page of its voter guide.

G. Los Angeles County advises voters
to remove hanging chads from their
punch card ballots.
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Other forums for educating voters include discussions sponsored by
organizations such as churches and civic and advocacy groups. Election
officials in several jurisdictions said they frequently spoke to civic and
educational organizations about the voting system. One large jurisdiction
has an NVRA coordinator with responsibility for outreach to community
groups, and another jurisdiction has an Election Ambassador Program
aimed at citizens 18 to 35 years old. The Internet provides another medium
for communicating voting process information to voters. All but three of
the jurisdictions we visited have established a Web site as an additional
means of educating voters. Many of the Web sites simply provide general
information about elections and the requirements for participation. Others
permit the voter to search a database to find information, such as the
location of the voter’s polling place. A number of sites have forms the voter
can get and print, but none permits the voter to actually submit the form
electronically. Some jurisdictions may also operate telephone information
hotlines so those voters may call in to obtain information about their
polling place location. For example, Delaware has a computerized
telephone system answering calls at election headquarters. The system
handled over 11,000 calls on election day in November 2000. Many of the
calls were from voters using the polling place locator feature. Use of such
a system frees up the time of election officials to field questions from poll
workers.

Some jurisdictions rely on civic organizations, such as the League of
Women Voters, to supplement their voter education efforts. In some
locations, such groups provide almost all voter education. In one very large
jurisdiction, a nonprofit, nonpartisan, watchdog organization provides
voter education before election day. On election day, the group operates a
voting control center from its offices to respond to questions and field
complaints from citizens, election board officials, and party
representatives. In another large jurisdiction, officials said that they relied
on the League of Women Voters and the media to provide the community
with voter education information.

To familiarize citizens with the mechanics of voting, some jurisdictions
conduct nongovernmental elections for groups such as unions and schools.
For example, local election officials in one large jurisdiction will, on
request, run local high school elections such as those for student council
officers. The officials follow the same procedures as they would in a
general election—developing the ballots and using the same voting
machines used in the general election. Officials in other jurisdictions also
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Introduction of New Technology
Increased the Need for Voter
Education

conduct nongovernmental elections at the request of community groups as
an educational tool.

When election jurisdictions changed the equipment they use for voting,
there was a particular need for voter education to help citizens understand
how the new equipment would change the way they cast their ballots. Two
of the jurisdictions we visited had developed extensive voter education
programs in connection with introducing new voting technology. One large
jurisdiction introduced new optical scan voting equipment that was used in
November 2000. As a part of planning the transition, election officials
significantly increased voter education to ease the transition.
Consequently, voting error decreased in this jurisdiction in the November
2000 election. A very large jurisdiction was the first jurisdiction in the
country to move completely to touchscreen DRE machines. The vendor
supplying the new voting technology also provided $80,000 for voter
education. Among other things, their education program included the
development of videotapes and billboards. The vendor also published a
voter guide with the county.

Many jurisdictions would like to provide more extensive voter education
tailored to the needs of particular elections. However, voter education
programs compete with other needs for scarce local resources in
conducting an election. Officials in two large jurisdictions said that they
could not mail sample ballots to registered voters because of the postal
costs they would incur. Spending for voter education is considered
discretionary. Some local officials must first take care of mandatory items
such as equipment, supplies, poll workers and polling places. Many
officials said that they see voter education as an area where federal funds
could be particularly helpful. When asked what their priorities would be
were federal funds to become available for election administration, two-
thirds of these election officials identified increasing voter education
among the top three spending priorities.

Preparing and Delivering
Supplies and Equipment
Was Often a Logistical
Challenge

Supplies and equipment are generally prepared before the election and
either delivered to each polling location or picked up by poll workers.
Although no election official mentioned this task as a major problem, it is
crucial to administering a successful election. The logistics of preparing
supplies and machines for election day can be daunting, particularly for
larger jurisdictions. As discussed in chapter 1, the type of voting equipment
a jurisdiction uses influences the equipment testing routines required
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before election day as well as the kind of ballots and supplies that are
needed.

Officials typically put all supplies needed by voters and poll workers in a
supply box which, in many jurisdictions, doubles as a ballot box.
Generally, officials assemble a supply box for every precinct which
typically includes (1) voter registration books or lists; (2) signs to identify
the polling places; (3) voter education materials; and (4) instructions for
poll workers that explain how to open, operate, and close the polls. The
supply boxes may also contain incidentals such as bibles, American flags,
and other items; for example, one jurisdiction’s box included a 50-foot
length of string to mark an electioneering-free zone around the polls.
Additionally, supply boxes can have forms, such as voter challenge forms
and voter assistance requests; tally sheets to count blank, spoiled,
absentee, and properly voted ballots; and a ballot box. The boxes may
include color-coded envelopes or other dividers to separate different kinds
of ballots. All boxes are checked by an election official to ensure that they
contain the correct supplies. A lock or security tab must secure the supply
boxes.

In addition to preparing the supply boxes, election officials must prepare
and deliver the voting equipment, except in jurisdictions that use paper
ballots. Depending on the size of the jurisdiction and the types of
equipment, the logistics of delivering the voting machines will vary. For
example, in one very large jurisdiction, the election board hires a fleet of
trucks to distribute the supplies and equipment to nearly 5,000 precincts
for election day. The election board in a medium-sized jurisdiction hires a
contractor who stores and delivers the equipment. The machines are
prepared and tested while they are still in the warehouse, and then the
contractor delivers them to the appropriate polling place. Jurisdictions
using lever machines have different logistical problems. Lever machines
weigh 700 to 900 pounds apiece, depending on the construction material.
Prior to election day election officials in one jurisdiction delivered 464 of
these lever machines to 327 election districts. A small jurisdiction that uses
lever machines avoids delivering heavy lever machines by storing the
machines at the polls.
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Election Day Activities

e Setting Up the Polling Place Required Different Steps

¢ Determining Voter Eligibility Often Created the Biggest Election Day
Problem

¢ Conducting Voting Varied Widely

Our site visits with election officials indicated that these officials were
generally satisfied with the way the November 2000 general election was
conducted within their jurisdiction. However, few of them reported
keeping data or evaluating the way in which the election was conducted.
Therefore, it is likely that the election officials’ views about how well the
election was run at the polling place level were shaped by anecdotal
information that was voluntarily supplied or by public complaints. In our
mail survey, jurisdictions nationwide identified determining voter eligibility
at the polls and communication inadequacies as the key problems they
faced on election day. Election officials we visited noted that the problems
they face with registration, absentee voting, and other preparations for
election day often manifest themselves on election day.

Election day marks the point at which election officials delegate much of
the actual operation of the election to poll workers, who become the public
face of the election to most citizens. Entrusting an election to temporary
workers requires a leap of faith for some election officials. One election
official told us that he could spend a year planning for an election,
preparing for every possible contingency, meeting all required deadlines,
and ensuring all materials were in their proper places. However, on the day
of the election, the fate of his professional reputation rested in the hands of
strangers, and at the end of the day he would learn how well he had done
his job during the preceding year.

Poll workers carry out many important tasks on election day. In a number
of jurisdictions, election administrators have developed detailed checklists
that direct poll workers in opening, running, and closing the polls. From
our mail survey, we estimate that 74 percent of the jurisdictions nationwide
provided poll workers with checklists of procedures to follow on election
day. The checklists we saw in different jurisdictions varied significantly in
detail.
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Setting Up the Polling Place
Required Different Steps

Before the polls open on election day, election officials must ensure that
the people, processes, and technology to conduct the election are in place.
Election officials did not identify the setting up of the polling place as a
major problem although they did encounter routine glitches on election day
in November 2000.

To set up the polling place and begin preparing the site for the voters, poll
workers in some jurisdictions arrive at the polling place as early as 5:45
a.m. In other places the polls are set up the night before election day.
Opening the polls entails swearing in the officials, setting up the machines,
unpacking the supply box, setting up voting booths, testing equipment, and
completing paperwork such as confirming that the correct ballot styles and
number of blank and demonstrator ballots have been delivered, and
posting signs.

There are many different ways polls are set up. The type of voting
technology influences the types and sequence of tasks poll workers
perform. For example, in a small jurisdiction that uses paper ballots, the
lead poll worker is responsible for picking up the supply box the day before
the election. He or she must be the first person to enter the polling place
the next day, and the supply box must be opened in the presence of the
other poll workers in the morning before the polls open on election day.

In contrast, in a very large jurisdiction, which uses precinct-count optical
scan machines (in which the ballots are counted at the polls), the supply
box contains the ballots and is locked inside the machine. Election
warehouse employees deliver the machines to the polling places the night
before election day. The election judge and at least one other poll worker
go to the polling place to unpack supplies and prepare and test the optical
scan vote-counting machine. When they complete these tasks, they secure
the polling place until the next morning.

One very large jurisdiction uses touchscreen DRE machines that are
portable voting devices. On election eve, the poll workers set up the
machines in each polling place. The lead poll worker must test the
separate devices at home that will be used to activate the DREs. Election
morning, the lead poll worker powers up the machines and runs the self-
test to ensure the system is operating properly. The first voter of the day
activates the machines for all subsequent voters.

Although election officials did not say that setting up the polls created
major problems for them, they did remark that they always have last
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minute problems to deal with, such as absent poll workers and polling
places canceling on the day of the election. But election officials said that
they have contingency plans for most of these problems. For example, in
one small jurisdiction, the polls cannot open until all the poll workers are
present. In this jurisdiction, each polling location has alternative poll
workers in case a designated poll worker cannot be present on election
day. However, in the November 2000 election, one polling location opened
45 minutes late because an alternate who lived a great distance from the
polling place had to be summoned at the last minute.

The schematic diagram in figure 41 illustrates the way that poll workers in
one jurisdiction were instructed to position the voting booths, election
judges’ tables, signage, and the ballot box in each polling place. This
diagram also shows the path the voter takes upon entering the polling
place.
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Figure 41: lllustration of a Polling Place
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Source: Local election officials in Los Angeles County, California.

State law determines the hours that polling places open and close for all
jurisdictions within the state, as shown in table 21 in appendix VI. When the
polls open and voters enter the polling place, they will generally follow the
path laid out in figure 41. The particular steps and stops on the way to
casting a ballot differ, but in most cases, voters must check in at an official
table and a poll worker must verify that they are registered and otherwise
eligible to vote. When eligibility has been verified, the voter receives a
ballot or an authorization to use a voting machine and proceeds to the
voting booth. Once the voter’s choices have been recorded on the ballot,
the voter must make sure the ballot is cast. For punch card and paper
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ballots, the voter must take the ballot to the ballot box or ballot counter; for
lever and DRE voting machines, the voter casts the ballot on the machine.
At each step, there is the potential for problems or voter confusion.

Determining Voter
Eligibility Often Created the
Biggest Election Day
Problem

Provisional Ballots and Court
Orders Were Used to Resolve
Voter Eligibility Problems

National Survey Results

We estimate that 30 percent of jurisdictions considered dealing with
unregistered voters at the polls to be a major problem and 20 percent
considered other voter eligibility issues to be major problems at the polls.

GAO Mail Survey of Jurisdictions

From the perspective of election officials that we contacted, the biggest
problems on election day stem from resolving questions about voter
eligibility. Provisional ballots, court orders, and affidavits were used in
some jurisdictions to resolve voter eligibility problems. High numbers of
voters with these eligibility issues create challenges on election day,
particularly by creating frustration for voters, long lines, and problems
communicating between the polls and election headquarters as poll
workers work to resolve the problems.

Election jurisdictions have different requirements for establishing that the
voter is eligible to vote at a particular polling place on election day. As
noted in figure 42, different states have different requirements for checking
the voter’s identity.
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|
Figure 42: States Have Different Requirements for Verifying Voter Identity
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®Required for absentee voting only.

Source: GAO analysis of state statutes and survey of state election directors.

Although many jurisdictions have stringent requirements for identifying
voters and confirming their eligibility to vote, many others have very
limited procedures. Twenty-three states require or authorize poll workers
to inspect proof of the voter's identity, such as a driver's license or a birth
certificate, before allowing him or her to vote. Thirty-eight states and the
District of Columbia require a voter signature at the polls.* Sixteen of these
states provide for verification of the voter's signature based, for example,
on a comparison with the voter's signature on a registration application.

Before a voter receives a ballot, his or her eligibility must be confirmed.
Typically, the poll worker examines the registration list for the person’s
name. As discussed in chapter 2 of this report, jurisdictions produce poll
books or lists of registered voters in a number of different ways. If the
name appears on the list and other identification requirements are met, the
voter is given a ballot and proceeds to vote.

If the voter’s name does not appear on the registration list, jurisdictions
have different procedures for dealing with the question of the voter’s
eligibility. Twenty states plus the District of Columbia utilize some form of
provisional ballot. Provisional balloting is typically identified by (1) the
provision of a ballot to voters whose names are not on the precinct level
voter registration list, (2) the identification of such ballot as some type of
special ballot, and (3) the post election verification of the voter’s
registration status before the vote is counted. Provisional balloting
measures go by differing names among the states including, provisional
ballot, challenged ballot, ballot to be verified, special ballot, emergency
paper ballot, and escrow ballot. Five states use a form of affidavit ballot
whereby upon completion of an affidavit the vote is cast and counted
without the confirmation of such registration prior to the counting of the
ballot. Table 22 in appendix VI details the provisions in the laws of
different states for provisional voting and other procedures to address
voters whose names do not appear on the registration list.

Our mail survey showed that over three-quarters of the jurisdictions
nationwide had at least one procedure in place to help resolve eligibility

4 Oregon conducts elections by mail, and requires the voter's signature on the return
identification envelope, which contains the voter's ballot.
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questions for voters who did not appear on the registration list at the
polling place. Poll workers will often first try to reconcile this type of
problem by contacting election headquarters and verifying their
registration list against the more current master registration list. If election
headquarters cannot provide a definitive answer about a voter’s eligibility,
many jurisdictions allow the individual to vote some type of provisional
ballot. Several election officials told us that provisional ballots are a great
help in conducting elections. One director of elections said that in order to
keep the polling places operating smoothly, no person who asks to vote is
denied a ballot. In this jurisdiction, poll workers are instructed to give a
provisional ballot to persons whose names do not appear in the poll book.
The provisional ballot will not be counted if the person is not a registered
voter. In the 2000 general election, this jurisdiction distributed 18,000
provisional ballots to voters, and about half of these ballots were rejected,
primarily because the person casting the ballot was not registered. This
jurisdiction, unlike most, posted the names of those persons whose ballots
were rejected and, therefore, not counted in the election. Voters whose
ballots were rejected could appeal the decision.

The procedures and specific instructions that jurisdictions develop to
permit provisional voting differ across jurisdictions. For example, in some
Jjurisdictions, the voter must sign a sworn statement to cast a provisional
ballot, but not in others. Figure 43 shows a provisional flow chart that
officials in one very large jurisdiction developed to spell out for poll
workers and voters the specific steps that have to be taken to vote a
provisional ballot.
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Figure 43: Steps for Determining Who May Cast a Provisional Vote in Los Angeles

Provisional Voting Flow Chart

Using the Polling Place Map and the Street Index to make sure that the voter presently lives within

your precinct boundaries before letting the voter vote provisionally.

VOT

ROSTER AND THEY HAVE

ER'S NAME IS NOT IN

NOT MOVED THE NEW ADDRESS
NOTE These voters will not have to reregister!!
Voter moved Voter moved
INTO WITHIN
your precinct. your precinct.
Voter must show . Have the voter
PROOF OF sign the Roster
CURRENT and enter the
RESIDENCY NEW ADDRESS.
(see the back of . Enter the new
the Provisional address on the
Envelope), then... CORRECTIONS
PAGE.
. Process as a
REGULAR
VOTER.
s |
v

VOTER MOVED BUT FORGOT
TO REREGISTER AT

Voter moved
FROM
your precinct.

SR NI

USE THE PROVISIONAL BALLOT ENVELOPE

Fill it out.
. Write the voter's name on the first column in page 2 in the Roster.
. Give the voter a ballot to vote and a pink secrecy sleeve.
Remove stub, and place the ballot in the envelope.

. Seal the envelope and drop it in the box.

The voter
must vote
at his/her
new polling
place.
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Figure 44 illustrates the special envelope or sleeve that one very large
jurisdiction uses for provisional ballots. In this jurisdiction, the voter must
place his or her punch card provisional ballot in the sleeve, fill in the
required information, and sign the ballot.
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|
Figure 44: Provisional Ballot Sleeve from Cuyahoga County Requiring Voter’s Sworn
Statement

Cuyahoga County Board of Elections

PROVISIONAL BALLOT
STATEMENT OF VOTER R.C. 3503.16

(A) I declare under
(PRINT NAME)

penalty of election falsification that I moved and/or

changed my name on or prior to the O General

O Primary O Special Election held on the___day of

[ | N

NEW/CURRENT RESIDENCE ADDRESS:

(STREET ADDRESS)

€ @y
of Guyahoga County, Ohio

OLD RESIDENCE ADDRESS:

(STREET ADDRESS)

. Zip)
of Cuyahoga County, Ohio

EEmEm ST = S == =S = = e

(B) CHANGE OF NAME:

(PRINT FORMER NAME)

(PRINT NEW NAME)

(C) I am voting at: (Check one)

O office of the Cuyahoga County Board of
Elections

O my new ward and precinct (Ward_, Pet )

at

(NEW VOTING LOCATION)
(D) I will not vote or attempt to vote at any other
location for-the election held on this date. I
understand that the statements above are made
under penalty of election falsification. I request
a ballot for the

=

Party (Only if party primary)

SIGNATURE OF VOTER
DATE

DATE OF BIRTH
MONTH/DAY/YEAR

WHOEVER COMMITS ELECTION FALSIFICATION IS
GUILTY OF A FELONY OF THE FIFTH DEGREE
R.C. 3501.38

Checked for Completeness and Accuracy:

Flection Day Offictal
Form No. 12-B
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Our mail survey results indicate that nationwide only 12 percent of
jurisdictions reported turning away from the polls persons who desired to
vote but whose names did not appear on the list of registered voters.

High Numbers of Voters With Several election officials we visited in jurisdictions that did not have
Eligibility Questions Created provisional voting said that introducing provisional voting would be an
Challenges on Election Day important step in helping assure that all eligible voters were permitted to

vote at the polls on election day. Additionally, they said that the option of
provisional voting could also help minimize other problems that interfere
with the smooth operation of the polling place. According to the election
officials we spoke with, resolving a high number of voter eligibility
questions contributed to two other election day problems: communications
between polling places and election headquarters and long lines at polling
places. To help resolve these problems, election officials have proposed or
taken the following steps:

e Adding Telephone Lines: Some jurisdictions have added telephone lines
both in the election headquarters office and at polling places to alleviate
some of the communication problems. Other jurisdictions are providing
poll workers cell phones to ensure that they have access to telephones
to call headquarters. One of the most promising solutions to this
problem is to provide poll workers direct access to central registration
files.

e Flectronic Poll Books: If funds were available, officials in one very large
jurisdiction said they would buy electronic poll books that can be
directly linked to the central registration files.

Conducting Voting Varied
Widely VA AN

National Survey Results

We estimate that communication between the polls and the central election
office was a major problem for 17 percent of the jurisdictions nationwide and
long lines at polling places was a major problem for 13 percent.

GAO Mail Survey of Jurisdictions
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There is tremendous variability in the tasks performed throughout election
day among jurisdictions. Not only is this variability dictated by the voting
system, but also by the culture and traditions that have emerged in each
jurisdiction. Typically, many of the tasks required to successfully conduct
voting are handled routinely. However, election officials identified long
lines and inadequate communication links as major challenges.

Steps to Voting After
Eligibility Is Established

Once officials have ascertained the voter is eligible to vote, they give the
voter the appropriate ballot or authorize the voter to use the voting
machine containing the appropriate ballot. Some precincts have multiple
versions of the ballot because some voters in the same precinct for the
presidential election live in different jurisdictions for other races. In one
medium-sized jurisdiction, the different ballot styles were color-coded so
that the poll workers could quickly identify the appropriate ballot for the
voter.

Once a voter completes the ballot, how he or she casts the ballot depends
on the type of voting system. In precincts that count paper, punch card,
and optical scan ballots centrally, typically the voter will carry the ballot to
an election official, who deposits the ballot in the ballot box. Where there
are precinct-level counters for punch cards or optical scan ballots, voters
place their ballots in the automatic feed slot of the counting machine. The
precinct-level counting machine tells the voter if there is an error on the
ballot, such as an undervote, an overvote, or a damaged ballot, giving the
voter an opportunity to correct the ballot. To cast a ballot using electronic
voting systems or lever machines, the voter pushes a “cast vote” button or
pulls a lever to register the vote. Figure 45 illustrates how a voter would
cast an electronic vote on a touch screen DRE machine that resembles an
ATM.
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Figure 45: Casting a Vote Using Touchscreen DRE Voting Technology

Step 1. Voter touches screen to make selection. Step 2. Ballot is marked but may be changed.

Step 3. After choosing candidates,
voter candidates, touches last
button on screen to cast
entire ballot.

Step 4. System acknowledges vote is cast.

Source: Riverside County, California instructional video.

Voters can change their votes on the DRE machine until they push the
“vote” button. Many jurisdictions using other voting equipment, such as
optical scan or punch card machines, permit voters who request them, a
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Tasks Accomplished Throughout
the Day by Most Poll Workers

second or third replacement ballot if they have spoiled the previous one.
Our mail survey results indicate that nationwide, 71 percent of jurisdictions
allowed voters to correct their ballots or get new ones if the original is
spoiled. However, the voter must realize that he or she has made a mistake
and ask for a new ballot. Once the ballot is cast, some jurisdictions require
a checkout procedure, and some simply give the voter an “I voted” sticker.

Election officials perform many other tasks throughout the day to ensure
that the elections run smoothly and that voters move expeditiously through
the polling place. Culture and tradition influence how the polling places
carry out these tasks on election day. Some polling places are more
indulgent, while others more rigorously follow required procedures. For
example, jurisdictions using DRE machines require the voter to push a
button to record his or her vote, but if the voter exits before properly
recording the vote, various jurisdictions follow different procedures.
Election officials in a large jurisdiction using DRE machines told us that if
the voter leaves the voting machine without pushing the green “vote”
button, the poll worker at the machine is to void the vote. In contrast, in a
different jurisdiction, the election official said the poll worker may reach
discreetly under the curtain and press the “vote” button, thus recording the
vote. In another jurisdiction, if a voter leaves without hitting the “cast vote”
button, then the poll worker can cast the vote only if two poll workers, a
Democrat and Republican, are present.

For many places, an election is not only a civic event but also an occasion
for socializing. In small voting jurisdictions, the poll workers often share
potluck meals with one another. Neighbors and friends not only vote, but
also visit at the polls. In contrast, many large jurisdictions manage their
polling places in a business-like fashion, and voters want to get in and out
of the polls as quickly as possible.

While the polls are open, poll workers are responsible for making sure that
no one violates electioneering laws; for example, by passing out campaign
literature at the polling place. In one jurisdiction, a string is included in the
supply box to mark off the “electioneering free zone” outside the polling

place. Periodically, the poll workers check to ensure that no one has left

campaign or other materials in the voting booths, that the instruction cards
are still posted and intact, and that the voting equipment is still functioning

properly.

Poll workers also monitor voters in the polling place and provide
assistance and information as needed. Our mail survey results indicate that
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nationwide, 51 percent of jurisdictions instructed poll workers to ask
voters if they had any questions about operating the voting equipment or
casting their votes before voting. This assistance may include helping
handicapped voters. In one jurisdiction, if voters call in advance, they may
arrange for curb side voting, in which case the town clerk and another poll
worker deliver ballots to the voter’s vehicle.

Although many jurisdictions are required to have voting instructions on
every machine, poll workers also provide other types of voter education.
As illustrated in figure 46, poll workers can explain how to complete ballots
before the voter enters the voting booth.

|
Figure 46: Poll Worker Showing a Voter How to Correctly Vote an Optical Scan
Ballot

Poll worker demonstrating how to fill out optical scan ballot.

Source: Dallas County Elections Department instructional video.

Most of the jurisdictions we visited identified several types of assistance
that are offered to voters at the polls, although the amount and type of
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Long Lines and Inadequate
Communication Links Pose
Major Challenges

voter education at the polls varied. Of the voting jurisdictions nationwide,
our mail survey results indicate that 84 percent made written instructions
available for voters to review before voting, and 37 percent provided
demonstrations on how to vote through a videotape or in person. At some
polling places, poll workers hand the voter an instruction card to take in
the voting booth with them. When introducing a new technology, one
jurisdiction dedicated a voting machine for teaching purposes, allowing
voters to familiarize themselves with the equipment before actually voting.
Other places have continuously running video for voter education.

Long voter wait times are a problem that election officials try to avoid. Our
mail survey results indicate that 13 percent of jurisdictions in the United
States considered long lines at the polling places to be a major problem in
the November 2000 election. These results also indicate that 88 percent of
Jjurisdictions did not collect information on the average time that it took
voters to vote in November 2000; thus, the cause of long wait times remains
unclear. However, some jurisdictions reported to us anecdotally that the
length of time voters must wait is affected by ballots that include many
races and issues. Underestimating voter turnout also may contribute to
long wait times. Some jurisdictions reported their ballot was so long that it
took voters a long time in the voting booth to read it and vote. As a result,
lines backed up, and some voters had to wait for over an hour to cast their
votes. Officials in a very large jurisdiction said that their voters
experienced long wait times, in part because redistricting caused confusion
among voters, who often turned up at the wrong polling places.

Election officials cited inadequate communication links from the polling
places to headquarters as a problem. For instance, officials from a
medium-sized jurisdiction told us that their phones were inadequate to
handle the large volume of calls coming into the office so poll workers
found it difficult to get through with their questions. For the November
2000 election, some jurisdictions dealt with the problem of inadequate
communication links by installing more phone lines or using cell phones.
One small jurisdiction distributed cell phones to poll workers whose
polling places did not have phone lines. A large jurisdiction provided all
polling places a cell phone. In another large jurisdiction, even though more
phone lines were installed in election headquarters offices and additional
staff were added to answer questions from precincts and voters, the phone
system was overloaded and down at various points during election day.

Overall, election officials reported a high degree of satisfaction with how
the November 2000 general election was conducted in their jurisdiction.
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However, jurisdictions did not comprehensively collect and report on their
performance. According to our mail survey, four-fifths of the jurisdictions
nationwide did not seek feedback from voters on how well voter
registration, absentee voting, polling place locations and times, voting
equipment, polling place procedures, or other areas were administered.

Some jurisdictions conducted selective evaluations of their elections. For
example, some jurisdictions maintained information on overvotes and
undervotes, but many did not. In one large jurisdiction, election officials
conducted a survey of poll workers after the election to obtain their views
of problems encountered on election day. In one medium-sized
jurisdiction, officials performed an evaluation of their voting procedures.
Many jurisdictions maintained logs of voter complaints. An election
official from a large jurisdiction said that they do not need to solicit
feedback from the voters because they receive enough unsolicited
feedback.

Challenges

In summary, election officials face many challenges as they pursue their
goal of planning and conducting an election that permits eligible citizens to
cast their ballots without difficulty on election day. The following are the
key challenges that election officials faced as they planned and conducted
the November 2000 general election and their views on how these
challenges might be addressed.

¢ Local election officials were generally satisfied that the election of
November 2000 was conducted well in their jurisdictions. However,
many also identified major problems that they faced, particularly in
recruiting qualified poll workers who, for nominal pay, would commit to
a long election day, and in handling a range of problems associated with
determining voter eligibility at polling places on election day.

¢ There is wide diversity in how elections are conducted within and
across states. Often these differences reflect local needs and customs.
Local election officials frequently told us that “one size does not fit all.”
However, local election officials acknowledge that standardization of
certain aspects of election administration may be appropriate at the
state and even the federal level. Based on our mail survey, we estimate
that over 14 percent of local election officials nationwide are supportive
of federal development of voluntary standards for election
administration similar to the voluntary standards now available for
election equipment. An additional 26 percent support federal
development of mandatory standards for election administration.
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Few local election officials systematically collected information on the
performance of the people, processes, and equipment on election day or
conducted post-election assessments to help them understand the
impact of some problems on the election. For example, few of the
jurisdictions surveyed voters to obtain their views on how easy it was to
understand the ballots or other voting procedures. Additionally, few
states routinely ask for information on or compare the problems and
performance of local election jurisdictions. However, some local
election officials believe that greater sharing of information on best
practices and systematic collection of standardized information on
elections can help improve election administration across the United
States and within states. Some also suggested this would be an
appropriate role for a national election administration office and
clearinghouse.

If federal funds are made available for election reform, local officials
believe that such funds should not be limited to equipment replacement
but that they should have the option to use funds for other
improvements to election administration, such as increasing poll worker
pay or voter education. They also believe that they should be able to use
such funds to help with what they believe are their most pressing needs.
In the jurisdictions we visited, officials identified purchasing new
equipment or software (for registration, absentee voting, or election day
voting), increasing voter education, and poll worker pay to be their top
priorities for the use of federal funds.
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The polls close on election day. The votes are counted, and final election
results are reported. It sounds simple, but the presidential election in
Florida in November 2000 revealed just how difficult the vote counting
process can be as the state scrambled to provide an accurate count of the
votes cast. Problems with vote counting can occur because of the way
people—election officials or voters—-interact with technology. For example,
in New Mexico, an election official in one county incorrectly programmed
the software used to count votes. The result was that more than 20,000
votes cast for President were not included in the initial counts, and the final
vote totals could not be determined until the problem was resolved. In
another example, the Clerk for Cook County, Illinois reported that a defect
in the some of the templates used for punch card votes may have
accounted for one-third of the 123,000 ballots with errors in the November
2000 election.

Overview of the Vote
Counting Process

¢ The Methods Used to Count Votes Varied Among the Jurisdictions but
Shared Some Common Steps

¢ The Greatest Vote Counting Challenges Occur, Not When the Margin
of Victory Is Wide or Ballots Are Properly Marked, but When
Elections Are Close or Voters Mark Their Ballots in Ways That
Prevent the Vote Counting Equipment from Reading and Counting the
Vote

The methods used to count votes vary among jurisdictions, depending on
the type of voting method or methods used, the type of ballots being
counted, and whether some or all ballots are counted at the precinct or at a
central location. However, all vote-counting methods have certain steps in
common. Following the close of the polls, election officials and poll
workers generally take a number of basic steps to count or tabulate votes,
including

¢ securing voting machines and ballots so that no additional votes can be
cast;

¢ accounting for all ballots, reconciling any differences between the total
number of ballots on hand at the beginning of the day with the number
of voters who signed in at the polling place, the number of ballots
distributed, and/or the number of ballots cast;
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¢ qualifying and counting mail absentee ballots and provisional ballots
(i.e., ballots issued to voters whose voter registration could not be
confirmed at the polling place);

¢ securely transferring—electronically, physically, or both—ballots and
election results (if ballots are counted at the polling place) to a central
location;

¢ canvassing the votes, which includes reviewing all votes by precinct,
resolving problem votes, and counting all valid votes (absentee and
other preelection day; regular election day, provisional election day) for
each candidate and issue on the ballot and producing a total vote for
each candidate or issue;

¢ certifying the vote, in which a designated official certifies the final vote
totals for each candidate and each issue on the ballot, within a specific
timeframe;

¢ conducting any state-required recounts and responding to any requests
for recounts; and

¢ responding to allegations regarding a contested election.

Vote counting is not necessarily completed on election day or even on the
day after. For example, nine states and the District of Columbia allow
absentee ballots to be counted if they arrive after election day.! To be
counted, however, all of them but one require that the absentee ballot be
postmarked on or before election day. Canvassing the vote—when election
officials combine totals for each type of vote and the votes from each
voting precinct into a total vote for each candidate and issue on the
ballot—usually occurs one or more days after election day. With regard to
certification of the vote, some states have a specific deadline following an
election, and others do not. The election board or official may order a
recount or partial recount. Most state codes contain specific provisions for
conducting a recount, which may be mandatory if there is a tie vote or if the
vote for a specific office falls within a certain margin of victory, such as
one-half of 1 percent. If there is no recount, or when the recount has been
resolved, the local results are totaled, certified, and reported to the state’s
chief election official.

The greatest vote counting challenges occur not when the margin of victory
is wide or ballots are properly marked, but when elections are close or
voters mark their ballots in ways that prevent the vote counting equipment

I The 9 states are Alaska, Iowa, Maryland, Nebraska, New York, North Dakota, Utah,
Washington, and West Virginia.
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How Local
Jurisdictions Count
Votes For Each
Precinct

from reading and counting the vote. This can occur, for example, when
voters circle a candidate’s name on an optical scan ballot instead of filling
in the oval, box, or arrow beside the candidate’s name. In close elections
where there are a large number of ballots that vote counting equipment
cannot read, questions may arise about the accuracy of the vote count, and
recounts may be required or election results contested.

¢ Local Election Jurisdictions May Need to Count Several Different
Types of Votes That Were Cast at Different Times Using Different
Voting Methods

¢ Votes May Be Counted at the Precinct, at a Central Location, or at a
Combination of the Two

¢ The Counting of Each Type of Vote May Be Done by Some Type of
Vote Tabulating Machine, by Hand Count, or a Combination

To determine the final vote count, local election jurisdictions may need to
count several different types of votes that were cast at different places
using different voting methods. These types of votes include

¢ votes cast at individual polling places by registered voters who appear in
the registration lists for that precinct,

¢ votes cast at individual polling places by voters who do not appear in the
registration lists for that precinct and whose eligibility to vote cannot be
determined at the polling place,

¢ absentee votes cast by mail before election day, and

¢ absentee and early votes cast in person before election day.

Each of these types of votes may be counted at the precinct, at a central
location, or at a combination of the two. In one medium-sized jurisdiction,
absentee votes exceeded the number of votes cast at the voting precincts
on election day in November 2000. Absentee ballots may be counted
centrally, while the votes cast at the polling place by eligible voters may be
counted centrally or at the precinct.
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The results of our national mail survey indicate that many jurisdictions
count votes both centrally and at the precinct. We estimate that about 52
percent of the local election jurisdictions nationwide counted votes
centrally and about 58 percent counted votes at the precinct.? Of the
optical scan jurisdictions, about 56 percent counted votes centrally,® and
about 51 percent counted votes at the precinct.*

Vol A5

National Survey Results

We estimate that nationwide, of those jurisdictions that counted votes at a
central location, about 70 percent of all jurisdictions and 90 percent of optical
scan jurisdictions programmed their equipment to reject or separate ballots
that the equipment could not read.

GAO Mail Survey of Jurisdictions

The counting of each type of vote may be done by some type of vote
tabulating machine, by hand-count, or a combination. According to our
analysis of available data on voting jurisdictions, about 2 percent of the
approximately 186,000 precincts nationwide are in jurisdictions that hand-
count paper ballots. The remaining 98 percent of the precincts use some
type of vote-counting equipment. The 27 local election jurisdictions we
visited illustrate the wide variation among election jurisdictions. Twelve of
the these jurisdictions used one voting method for casting election day
ballots and a different method for casting absentee or early voting ballots.
Ten jurisdictions used ether DRE or lever equipment on election day. With
DRE and lever equipment, voters cast their ballots directly on the
equipment; they do not use individual paper ballots. Thus, DRE and lever
jurisdictions use a different type of voting method that uses some type of
individual paper ballot for mail absentee voting. Fourteen jurisdictions
used the same voting method for election day and absentee and early
voting ballots—all were jurisdictions in which voters cast their votes on

2 Unless otherwise noted, all estimates from our national mail survey have 95 percent
confidence intervals of plus or minus 4 percentage points.

% The estimate has a confidence interval of plus or minus 6.6 percentage points.

* This estimate has a confidence interval of plus or minus 6.7 percentage points.
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individual punch cards or paper ballots. Eighteen of the 27 jurisdictions
counted ballots cast on election day at the precinct, and 10 of the 27
counted absentee ballots at the precinct. In one jurisdiction, absentee
ballots were qualified for counting at the precincts, but counted centrally.
One jurisdiction counted mail absentee ballots centrally, but counting other
preelection day ballots at the precinct. Details for each jurisdiction are
shown in table 23 in appendix VII.

The way in which votes are counted on each type of voting equipment is
described in detail in chapter 1. Here we focus on the ways in which
election jurisdictions used those technologies.

Counting Votes at a Central
Location

After voting, the voter deposits his or her ballot in a ballot container placed
in the polls. The ballot may remain in a secrecy envelope or slip from the
secrecy envelope as it is deposited into the ballot container. After the polls
close, the ballots are transported to a central-count location where they are
fed into a tabulator and counted by precinct. After the completion of the
tabulation process, the election workers responsible for managing the
counting center use the tabulator to generate a report, which lists the
voting results by precinct and by candidate. Figure 47 shows a central-
count tabulation machine.
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Figure 47: Central Count Tabulation Machine

(A) Ballot jogger aligning
ballots before they
are placed in central
counter.

(B) Central count machine.

(C) Printing the results of
the count.
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Nationwide, of those jurisdictions that used central vote counting
equipment in November 2000, about 70 percent programmed the vote
counting equipment to reject or separate ballots that the equipment could
not read. Almost 90 percent of jurisdictions that used central-count optical
scan equipment did this.” Where central counting was used, voters did not
have an opportunity to correct ballots that could not be read by the
counting equipment.

Counting Votes at the
Precinct

Votes may be counted at the precinct.’ Hand-counted paper ballots are
usually counted at the voting precinct. Lever and DRE equipment is
designed to automatically tabulate the votes cast on each machine at the
precinct. Generally, punch card jurisdictions use central counting
equipment. However, punch cards may be counted at the precinct in some
cases.

One advantage of precinct counting is that the counting equipment at each
precinct can be configured to notify voters of errors they have made on
their ballots that would prevent any of their votes from being counted. This
includes overvotes—voting for more than the allowed number of
candidates for an office—and undervotes—voting for no candidates or
fewer than the permitted number of candidates for an office. DRE and
lever equipment can be programmed to prevent voters from casting
overvotes. DRE equipment can also be programmed to alert voters to
undervotes.

A jurisdiction may have had the precinct count technology available, but
could not use it in the November 2000 election. For example, Cook County,
Illinois, which includes Chicago, had the technology for their punch card
ballots but were prohibited by state law from using it. All five of the punch
card jurisdictions we visited used central counts, where the punch cards
were collected from the precincts and sent to a central-count location.
About half of optical scan jurisdictions used precinct counts in November
2000.

® This estimate has a confidence interval of plus or minus 5.5 percentage points.

% A precinct is the smallest administrative unit into which a jurisdiction is divided for the
purpose of conducting elections. There is usually one polling place per precinct, although
several polling places may be required in geographically larger precincts, while occasionally
in urban areas, a single polling place serves more than one precinct.
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Generally, in jurisdictions that count ballots by hand at the precinct,
election workers remove ballots from the ballot container and tally the
valid votes. We visited two small jurisdictions that counted votes by hand.
As described by local election officials in one of these jurisdictions, each
precinct filled out a certificate of results once the counting was complete.
The certificate showed how many votes each candidate received. Poll
workers also must record the number of unused, spoiled’, challenged,® and
absentee ballots on a separate form. When the poll workers have
completed the certificate, they posted a copy of the precinct results outside
the precinct and sent another to the county clerk’s office.

With lever machines and DRESs, voters do not receive individual paper
ballots to mark. Poll workers take counts at the precinct from lever
machines. For lever machines, the votes cast by each voter trigger
mechanically controlled tumblers, which are concealed in a sealed
compartment at the back of the machine. After the polls close, poll
workers open the sealed compartment and record the vote totals shown on
the tumblers. After recording the vote results, the machine is resealed to
prevent tampering. Some lever machines can print a paper copy of the vote
totals shown on the tumblers. To get the printed copy, a poll worker must
pull a sheet of roll paper over the tumblers and rub the number indicated
for each candidate in each contest and for each issue. Figure 48 shows the
back of such a machine and the sheet of paper with the vote totals.

" A spoiled ballot is a ballot that the voter has been marked incorrectly. The voter may be
issued a replacement ballot.

8 In this jurisdiction, a challenged ballot is also known as a provisional ballot.
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|
Figure 48: Lever Machine Vote Totals
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With DREs, the votes cast by the voter are stored in the unit’'s memory
component after the voter indicates that he or she has completed the voting
process, usually by pressing a “Vote” button or screen. After the close of
the polls, the poll workers responsible for managing the precinct use the
unit to generate a report, which lists the voting results. Different methods
may be used to transmit the results. For example, in one medium-sized
jurisdiction, the DRE cartridges were delivered to the various municipal
clerks’ offices, where the voting results were transmitted electronically to
the county clerk’s office. In a large jurisdiction, the DRE cartridges were
transported to one of seven counting centers. The results were transmitted
over the county’s secure data network to the registrar’s office.

With precinct-based optical scan equipment, the voter removes the ballot
from the secrecy envelope and feeds it into a tabulator placed in the polls.
“Read heads” engineered in the tabulator identify the votes cast on the
ballot and electronically record them in a memory component housed in
the tabulator. After passing over the read heads, the ballot is channeled
into a storage bin, where it remains until the close of the polls. After the
close of the polls, the election workers responsible for managing the
precinct use the tabulator to generate a report that lists the voting results.
Figure 49 shows a precinct-count optical scan machine.

Page 211 GAO-02-3 Elections



Chapter 5
Counting the Votes

Figure 49: Precinct-Count Optical Scan Machine

Precinct-count optical scan counter. Ballots are fed into the counter and dropped into
the bin below after being read.

Source: Local election officials in jurisdictions GAO visited.
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Securing Voting

Equipment and Ballots

¢ Voting Equipment Can Be Locked and Ballots Sealed so That the
Voting Results May Not Be Altered Once the Precinct Has Closed

¢ Poll Workers May Use Some Method to Ensure That All Ballots Are
Accounted for at Precinct Closing

Once a precinct has closed, voting equipment can be locked and ballots
sealed so that the voting results may not be altered. When this is done
depends on whether votes are counted at the precinct or centrally. In
jurisdictions in which all votes are counted centrally and in precinct-count
jurisdictions in which absentee and provisional votes are counted centrally,
poll workers can lock voting equipment and secure ballots shortly after the
polls close. In jurisdictions in which only absentee and provisional ballots
are counted at the precincts, one or more precinct counters may remain
unlocked so that poll workers may use them to count these ballots after the
polls close.

The procedures for securing and locking voting equipment varies by the
type of voting equipment used. For example, for optical scan equipment,
poll workers may read an “end” ballot into the optical scan counter at the
precinct, which instructs the equipment to accept no more ballots and
locks it, at which point the counter begins tallying the vote. For DREs and
some optical scan equipment, poll workers may use a key to initiate the
program that tabulates the total votes counted for each candidate and issue
from the ballots read by the equipment. This procedure can lock the vote
reading mechanism in the equipment. Poll workers can lock lever
machines so that no additional votes can be recorded. However, in
precincts at which absentee and provisional votes are counted, an optical
scan counter or a DRE may remain unlocked so that it may be used to
count these votes.

Reconciling Total Ballots
With Total Voters

In conjunction with securing voting machines and ballots at the precinct,
poll workers may use some method of ensuring that all ballots are
accounted for at closing. Jurisdictions can also employ one or more
methods to reconcile the number of blank ballots on hand at the voting
precinct at the end of election day (including any supplemental ballots
provided during the day) with the number of ballots issued or the number
of voters who signed in. This reconciliation may take place before or after
the votes are counted at a precinct. In jurisdictions that use central count,
this reconciliation can occur at the precinct before poll workers transport
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the ballots to the central tabulation center. Figure 50 shows a form that
poll workers used at one of the jurisdictions we visited for reconciling the
ballot count.
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Figure 50: An Example of a Ballot Reconciliation Sheet from Clark County, Washington

Example of a
Ballot Reconciliation
Sheet

PRECINCT:

DATE OF ELECTION:

(1) Total number of Official Ballots RECEIVED was....
(Number should be same as on receipt for official ballots)

(2)  Number of voters who signed poll BOOK.........covrrensieucusecsuneinisnnes

3) Total number of voted ballots in ballot box..........
(a) Total number of special ballots.................
(®) Total number of voted ballots........couveveerrereareessresnsasssesesenne,
(Add lines 3 & 3a)

(4) Difference, if any (lines 2 & 3b).....cccoiermimicememrceceeeseerseeesemseneenens

(5 Total number of SPOILED ballots.

(6)  Total number of UNUSED ballots......cuummmsuemrmucmucencmcssessssesiseseeens
(7)  Total number of OFFICIAL BALLOTS accounted for iS...c.cuwen,
(Sum of lines 3b, 5 and 6) (Should equal #1)

‘WE HEREBY CERTIFY that the above accounting of the Ballot Statement is true and correct.

DATE: TIME:
(Inspector) (Judge)
(Judge) (Judge)

Source: Local election officials in Clark County, Washington.
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National Survey Results

We estimate that about 88 percent of jurisdictions nationwide compared the
number of ballots cast with the number of voters who signed in at the
voting precinct in the November 2000 election.

GAO Mail Survey of Jurisdictions

Our mail survey of local election jurisdictions indicates that most
jurisdictions nationwide compared the number of ballots cast to the
number of voters who signed in to vote on election day. Specifically, we
estimate that in November 2000 about 88 percent of jurisdictions
nationwide compared the number of ballots cast to the number of voters
who signed in to vote on election day. We estimate that about 64 percent of
jurisdictions nationwide compared the total number of ballots cast,
spoiled, and unused to the original supply of ballots. Nationwide, we
estimate that about 78 percent of optical scan jurisdictions did such a
comparison.” However, only about 1 in 10 DRE jurisdictions noted took
this step. This difference may be due to the differences between voting
technologies that use individually marked paper ballots and those that do
not. Except for voters who cast a provisional ballot, jurisdictions that use
DRE or lever equipment had no paper ballots for voters to complete.'
About 6 percent of jurisdictions used some other type of procedure.

A medium-sized punch card jurisdiction we visited provided an example of
other types of procedures used to reconcile ballots and voters. There,
election officials said that election judges counted the number of ballots in
the ballot box after the polls closed and compared the total with the
number of ballots cast. If there was a discrepancy, the ballots were
recounted and the applications checked to make sure they were numbered

9 This estimate has a confidence interval of plus or minus 5.5 percentage points.

10 Our survey did not separate jurisdictions that used lever machines, punch card, and hand-
counted paper ballots; instead, it grouped jurisdictions that used those three methods and
focused separately on the two types of equipment that jurisdictions were most likely to
purchase—optical scan and DRE.
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Counting Absentee and
Provisional Ballots

correctly. If the count was a ballot short, it was noted. If the count was a
ballot over, a ballot was randomly withdrawn from the box and placed in an
envelope for excess ballots. Two election judges took the ballots in a
locked transfer case to the counting center. The ballots were machine
tabulated and a count provided. If the count did not match the judges’
count, the ballots were retabulated by a different machine. If the count still
did not match, the ballots were sent to a discrepancy team where they were
hand counted again. After this, the ballots were once again machine
tabulated. These processes were from guidelines provided by the state
election board.

¢ Jurisdictions May Use Different Equipment to Count Absentee or
Provisional Ballots Than Regular Ballots Cast at the Voting Precinct

¢ Absentee or Provisional Ballots May Also Be Counted at a Different
Place Than Regular Ballots Cast at the Voting Precinct

Both mail absentee and provisional ballots must first be qualified as eligible
for counting. For mail absentee ballots, this may include checking
postmarks, voter signatures, or other required items on the outer envelope
containing the ballot envelope. For provisional ballots, this means
determining that the voter was registered and eligible to vote in the
precinct in which the provisional ballot was cast. Absentee and provisional
ballots may be counted at a different place using different types of vote
counting equipment than those cast at the voting precinct on election day.
Different equipment may also be used to record the votes.

Counting Absentee Ballots

There were considerable variations in how absentee ballots were counted,;
for example, by hand at the precinct or by machine at the precinct or
centrally. One large jurisdiction we visited used DRE equipment at the
polling place in November 2000 but paper ballots for absentee ballots.
These paper ballots were counted by hand at the precinct and the votes
entered into a DRE unit at the precinct by poll workers. Two other DRE
jurisdictions we visited also used DRE equipment at the polling place but
counted both absentee and provisional ballots at a central place, using
optical scan equipment. However, in one of these jurisdictions, voters
casting early voting ballots used an optical scan machine that notified
voters if their ballot could not be read, allowing them an opportunity to
correct errors. Absentee ballots were initially counted at a central location
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after a review by an absentee board. Voting results stored on cartridges
from the optical scan equipment from both absentee and early voting
ballots were tabulated at a central location, using software customized for
each election.

Counting Provisional
Ballots

Jurisdictions used different methods to allow a person to vote when his or
her name did not appear on the official voter registration list and their voter
registration could not be confirmed at the voting precinct. In such cases,
jurisdictions in some states provided voters with a provisional ballot.
Provisional ballots were generally kept separate from other ballots and
researched by election officials to determine the voter’s eligibility to vote.
Only those ballots cast by voters whose eligibility had been confirmed were
generally counted. However, provisional ballots were not always counted.
In a small jurisdiction we visited, for example, if a voter was not listed in
the voting precinct’s list of registered voters, local election officials
searched for the person’s name by computer using a statewide database of
voter registration records. If the voter’s name still could not be found, the
voter was permitted to fill out an “escrow” ballot, this jurisdiction’s term
for provisional ballots. However, these provisional votes are not counted
unless the election is close enough that the provisional votes, if all cast for
the same candidate, would be sufficient to change the outcome of the
election for one or more offices on the ballot. If the number of provisional
ballots were sufficient to change the outcome, the ballots would only be
counted after additional research was completed to verify the voter’s
registration status.

In one large jurisdiction, election officials said that, partly to avoid
confrontation with people on election day, they provided provisional
ballots to individuals who appeared at the front desk of the central election
office and stated that they were registered to vote and wished to vote. If a
person’s registration was confirmed, his or her vote was counted with all
the rest. Election officials tracked the number of provisional ballots that
could not be counted because they found that the person was not
registered. In the November 2000 election, 1,302 provisional ballots in this
jurisdiction were rejected from the count—Iless than one-half of 1 percent
of the total 299,776 votes cast in the election.

I Also called challenged ballots, questioned ballots, escrow ballots, special ballots,
conditional ballots, affidavit ballots, and emergency paper ballots.
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Canvassing the Vote—
Reviewing the
Accuracy of the Initial
Vote Count

e A Canvass of the Election Results Is Usually Conducted a Day or Two
After Election Day by the Jurisdiction’s Canvass Board or an Official,
at Which Time All the Precinct Results Are Tabulated Together

¢ Eight of 27 Election Jurisdictions Selected for Our Site Visits
Reported Problems With the Vote Counting Equipment, Involving
Either Technical Difficulties or Human Error That Caused Problems
in Obtaining an Accurate Count

Once the polls close and the votes are transported to a central location
where they are counted, or voting results are transmitted from the polling
place to a central location, the canvassing process may begin. Canvass is
the term used in many states to describe the process of vote counting,
including aggregating the votes from all precincts to obtain the
jurisdictional totals, and from all jurisdictions to obtain statewide totals. A
recanvass is a repetition of the canvass. A canvass of the election results is
usually conducted a day or two after election day by the jurisdiction’s
canvass board or an official. Once the canvass is completed, the final vote
counts are certified, the official results issued, and the canvass board or
other official certifies the vote count by a specific date after the election.
Dates vary by state.

Canvassing Process

The canvassing process varies widely, as illustrated by several examples
from our site visits. The process may be conducted by a canvassing board,
board of elections staff, or bankers and lawyers hired for the canvass. It
may include provisional ballots in the canvassed totals. The process can
involve some hand counts, a comparison of results from individual voting
machines to precinct totals or totals reported to the state, or a comparison
of hand counts of absentee votes to the machine counts for absentee votes.
Regardless of how canvassing is done, its principal purpose is to produce
an accurate vote count.

In one medium-sized jurisdiction, the election canvass process consisted of
an internal audit conducted by the canvass board. Canvass board duties
included processing absentee ballots, checking postmarks, verifying
signatures, opening envelopes, and sorting ballots. The canvass was
required by state law to ensure the accuracy of election results. The
canvass board certified special elections or primary elections on the tenth
day after the election and general election results on the fifteenth day after
the election. During the canvass process, absentee and provisional ballots
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not counted on election night were researched to validate their eligibility to
be counted. In addition, the canvassers conducted an audit and
reconciliation of the number of signatures indicated by the poll inspector
on the poll roster with the number of ballots tabulated by the counter. The
canvass was completed with the certification and issuance of official
election results.

In another medium-sized jurisdiction, officials noted that the voting
machines were canvassed after the polls close. All of the paper ballots,
including affidavit ballots, which is this jurisdiction’s term for provisional
ballots, and emergency ballots were returned to the Board of Elections. If
required, affidavit ballots and absentee ballots were researched. The paper
ballots were counted and the results tallied. The ballots were counted
during the 7 days after the election at the county court house office.
Officials said the lever machine totals were recanvassed by Board of
Elections staff, including one Democrat and one Republican.

In a large jurisdiction, bankers and lawyers were hired for the canvass and
worked together in separate banker or lawyer teams; each team did its own
vote tally sheet. Bankers did not review the tally until the lawyers were
done. Write-in votes for candidates were added as adjustments to DRE
machine tabulations. The teams verified the information on the tally sheets
by comparing information from each DRE machine’s paper tape to printed
results collected by the State Election Director’s office. Absentee votes
were tallied by hand and then compared to the machine’s reported count
for absentee votes. This was done to confirm the accuracy of the hand-
counted absentee vote totals entered into one of the DRE machines at each
precinct. The Chancery Court certified the canvass in the county. The
canvass process began the Thursday following election day. Two judges
from different political parties are to resolve any challenges to the vote
count.

Testing the Vote Counting
Equipment

As discussed in the section on voting technology, pre- and post-election
tests were widely performed on voting equipment, at precincts and central
counting locations, to make sure the equipment was operating properly, to
check for accuracy, and to guard against tampering. In addition to testing
the voting equipment, a manual recount may be routinely performed on a
small percentage of ballots, as a check on the validity and accuracy of the
machine count. Accuracy operational tests are most difficult with DRE and
lever equipment, where there is no ballot document and the count is
recorded at the voting booth on each individual machine. A thorough
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preelection test would require hundreds of simulated votes to be placed on
each machine.

Election officials in the 27 sites we visited were generally satisfied with the
performance of the vote casting and tabulating equipment used in the
November 2000 election. Officials in 18 jurisdictions reported no problems
with vote counting; 8 sites reported problems; and 1 site provided no
response. The problems reported by the 8 sites mostly concerned the vote
counting equipment, involving either technical difficulties or human error.
Other problems mentioned included reconciling hand and machine counts
with poll books and the counting of absentee and provisional ballots. Some
of the technical difficulties included

¢ punch cards that stuck together and could not be read by the counting
machines that were fed stacks of cards at a time;

¢ punch card counting machines that froze up during the count;

e 5,000 regular and absentee punch card ballots that had to be remade
because they could not be machine read,

¢ slight variances in the punch card ballots produced by two different
card vendors that made it difficult to use the machines that counted the
punch cards;

e optical scan equipment that stopped working because it became clogged
with paper dust due to the size of the ballot and the number of ballots
received; and

* integrating the operations of two different DREs that were being tested
in the same jurisdiction.

Some of the human errors that contributed to problems in counting the
vote included

¢ incorrect marks by voters on optical scan ballots that could not be
machine read; and
e programming errors in the software used to tally optical scan ballots.

Among those jurisdictions that reported no problems, officials from one
site mentioned some growing pains with remote tallying. One reported that
checks and balances used throughout the day prevented counting
problems, and another reported no problems since switching to DRE
equipment. The remaining sites identified a “smooth election” or simply no
problems in counting the vote.
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Issues Associated with
the Canvassing Process

e State Guidance on What Is a Proper Mark on a Ballot and How to
Interpret Variations From Proper Ballot Marks Varied

e Some States Are Voter Intent States, and Election Officials Are
Tasked With Determining How a Voter Intended to Cast a Vote When a
Question About the Ballot Arises

¢ Other States Do Not Try to Interpret Voter Intent, but Instead Rely
Solely on Specific Voter Actions

In the canvassing process, election officials generally must consider issues
regarding ballots that have not been marked properly—for example, an
optical scan ballot in which the voter has circled a candidate’s name,
instead of completing the oval, box, or arrow next to the candidate’s name.
State guidance on what is a proper mark on a ballot and how to interpret
variations from proper ballot marks vary. Each type of voting equipment
presents different issues.

Proper Ballot Marking

State Guidance on What
Constitutes a Proper Ballot Mark

What constitutes a proper mark on a ballot can differ based on the type of
voting method used. With DRE and lever equipment, voters record their
vote directly on the equipment. Because there is no separate ballot, there is
generally no need for a specification of what constitutes a properly marked
ballot. With paper, optical scan, and punch card ballots, there is the
possibility that such a determination would need to be made. With these
methods, a voter must make the proper mark or punch to indicate which
candidate or issue he or she is voting for. If the mark is not made correctly,
it can result in an improperly marked ballot that may be subject to review.
Depending on the requirements in the jurisdiction, these problem ballots
may be reviewed to determine a voter’s intent; in other jurisdictions, they
will not.

On the basis of our survey of state election directors, 30 states and the
District of Columbia reported that they had a state law or other provision
that specified what is a proper ballot marking for each voting method.
Definitions regarding what constitutes a proper ballot marking for paper,
punch card, and optical scan ballots varied by state, where they existed,
and for the type of machine. Some statutes did not contain specific
definitions of proper ballot markings, but instead referred to instructions
on the ballot or to requirements of the voting method. For example, in
Maine “the voter must mark the ballot as instructed in the directions on the
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ballot to indicate a vote for the name of each nominee for whom the voter
wishes to vote.” In Iowa "the instructions appearing on the ballot shall
describe the appropriate mark to be used by the voter. The mark shall be
consistent with the requirements of the voting system in use in the
precinct.”

Other states had statutory provisions that were more specific regarding the
type of marks that would count as a valid vote. For paper ballots, for
example, Michigan was specific about the type of proper marks that should
be counted as a valid vote, requiring that a cross, the intersection of which
is within or on the line of the proper circle or square, or a check mark, the
angle of which is within a circle or square, is valid.

Some states also provided specific instructions on how optical scan ballots
should be marked. For example, Alaska requires that the mark be counted
if it is substantially inside the oval provided, or touching the oval so as to
indicate clearly that the voter intended the particular oval to be designated.
In Nebraska, to vote for a candidate, “the registered voter shall make a
cross or other clear, intelligible mark in the square or oval to the left of the
name of every candidate, including write-in candidates, for whom he or she
desires to vote.”

For states that use punch card ballots, the definitions varied from general
instructions on what should constitutes a proper ballot mark under all
types of voting methods, as previously described, to more specific
instructions. For example, in Massachusetts, the instructions state “a voter
may vote by punching holes in a data processing card.” In Texas, in any
manual count, the instructions state a punch card ballot may not be
counted unless “(1) at least two corners of the chad are detached; (2) light
is visible through the hole; (3) an indentation on the chad from the stylus or
other object is present and indicates a clearly ascertainable intent of the
voter to vote; or (4) the chad reflects by other means a clearly ascertainable
intent of the voter.”

Variations from Proper
Ballot Marking

The problem of trying to interpret variations from proper ballot marking
was clearly evident in the November 2000 presidential election in Florida.
Issues arise with paper, optical scan, and punch card ballots, not when the
ballots are marked properly for the type of ballot used, but when there are
variations from proper marking. In our survey of state election directors, 25
states and the District of Columbia reported that they had a state law or
other provision that specified for variations from proper ballot markings.
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State Guidance for Paper Ballots

State Guidance for Optical Scan
Ballots

State Guidance for Punch Card
Ballots

In addition, some states are voter intent states, and election officials are
tasked with determining how a voter intended to cast a vote when a
question about the ballot arises. Other states do not try to interpret voter
intent but instead rely solely on specific voter actions. Some states had
general statutory provisions that they provided general provisions that
covered all types of voting methods. For example, California law requires
that each voting method have procedures adopted for use with that method
and each set of procedures addresses this issue in detail. In California,
these procedures are set out in a separate voting procedures manual. Some
states had specific guidance for different types of voting methods.

Some states had specific instructions on how to interpret variations from
proper markings on paper ballots. Minnesota law contains detailed
specifications as to where the mark “X” on the ballot can be placed and still
be a valid vote, and regarding the use of marks other than the mark “X.”
New Jersey law is also specific as to where the mark is placed and the type
of mark to make on the ballot. Marks must be substantially in the square to
the left of the candidate’s name and must be substantially a cross, plus, or
check.

State law differed among some states for interpreting variations from
proper marking on optical scan ballots. In Illinois, a voter casts a proper
vote on a ballot sheet by making a mark in a designated area. A mark is an
intentional darkening of the designated area on the ballot sheet, and shall
not be an “X,” a check mark, or any other recognizable letter of the
alphabet, number, or other symbol which can be recognized as an
identifying mark. On the other hand, Wisconsin requires that a mark be
counted if a voter marks a ballot with a cross or other marks '* within the
square to the right of the candidate’s name, or any place within the space in
which the name appears, indicating an intent to vote for that candidate.

Some state laws are specific on how to count punch card ballots, but these
laws can vary by state. For example, under a recent amendment to Ohio
law, effective August 2001, a chad with three corners attached to a ballot
and detached at one corner must not be counted as a vote. Under a
recently passed Nevada law, effective October 2001, a chad with three
corners attached to the ballot and one detached must be counted as a vote.

12 Examples of marks provided in state law are “A,” “V,” “O,” “/,” and “n.”
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Other punch card states provided general or no guidance for interpreting
variations from proper marking directive or procedures. In Arizona,
according to the Secretary of State’s procedures manual for inspection
boards, board members are to remove hanging chads prior to tabulating the
ballots; “hanging chad” means hanging by one or two corners. In Oregon, a
Secretary of State directive provides the instruction to “remove loose chad
to insure that voters’ choices are accurately reflected in the count,” but
there were no specific instructions about how many corners must be
hanging to be counted.

Voter Intent

VA ASE

National Survey Results

We estimate that nationwide about 32 percent of local election jurisdictions

had no written instructions, either from the state or local jurisdiction, on how
to interpret voter intent, such as stray marks on ballots or partially punched

punch card boxes.

GAO Mail Survey of Jurisdictions

As discussed earlier, states have varying requirements for the counting of
improperly marked ballots. Even if a state has specified how a ballot
should be marked, there are often variations from those ballot markings
that are allowed to be counted. Beyond counting ballots with specified
variations from proper ballot markings, many states specifically require
election officials to count ballots if the “intent of the voter” can be
determined. In our survey of state election directors, 31 states and the
District of Columbia reported that they make some determination of voter
intent.

Page 225 GAO-02-3 Elections



Chapter 5
Counting the Votes

State statutes specifically address voter intent in a number of different
contexts, including the count of all votes, absentee votes, write-in votes,
manual recounts, and others.'? Certain states apply either an “intent of the
voter” standard or an “impossible to determine the elector’s choice”
standard in the review of ballots. For example, Vermont law states that “in
counting ballots, election officials shall attempt to ascertain the intent of
the voter, as expressed by his markings on the ballot.” Illinois law states
that “if the voter marks more candidates than there are persons to be
elected to an office, or if for any reason it is impossible to determine the
voter’s choice for any office to be filled, his ballot shall not be counted for
such office....” Although many states allow for a determination of voter
intent, it is difficult to describe how this determination is being made in
each of the states, because the responsibility is often delegated to local
election officials.

Sources of Available
Guidance Identified by
Local Jurisdictions

Below the state level, we asked the local election jurisdictions in our
national mail survey if they had specific instructions on how to interpret
voter intent, such as stray marks on paper ballots, dimples, or partially
punched chads on punch card ballots. Our mail survey results indicate
about 30 percent of local jurisdictions nationwide had written state
instructions, about 15 percent had instructions developed by the
jurisdictions, and about 23 percent had both. Optical scan jurisdictions
were the most likely to have any one of the three types of instructions and
DRE jurisdictions the least likely. Overall, we estimate that about 32
percent of jurisdictions nationwide had no written instructions and about
92 percent of DRE jurisdictions'* had no written instructions.

In addition, during our visits to 27 election jurisdictions, we asked election
officials if they had a definition of what constitutes a vote. We also asked
the officials if they had written instructions on how to handle those ballots
that could not be machine counted, such as those with hanging chads.

3 For example, see Ariz. Rev. Stat. Ann. 16-645 (A) (standard for canvassing write-in votes);
Conn. Gen. Stat. 9-150a(j) (standard for absentee ballots); Ind. Code 3-12-1-1; Me. Rev. Stat.
Ann., Tit. 21-A, 1(13); Md. Ann. Code, Art. 33, 11-302(d); Mass. Gen. Laws 70E (applying
standard to presidential primaries); Mo. Rev. Stat. 115.453(3); Tex. Elec. Code Ann.
65.009(c); Utah Code Ann. 20A-4-104(5)(b) (standard for write-in votes), 20A-4-105(6)(a)
(standard for mechanical ballots); Vt. Stat. Ann., Tit. 17, 2587(a); Wash. Rev. Code
29.62.180(1) (standard for write-in votes).

4 This estimate has a confidence interval of plus or minus 5.9 percentage points.
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Punch Card Ballots

Instructions, when they existed, were often detailed and specific to a
location. The most notable differences were in the punch card
jurisdictions.

With regard to punch card ballots, jurisdictions we visited reported various
ways to handle problem ballots. For example, in one medium-sized
jurisdiction, election officials told us if the punch card ballot contained a
dimple with a pinhole, employees were instructed to put the original ballot
over a pink (or duplicate) ballot, hold it up to the light, and punch where
they saw light. The employee also turned over the ballot and looked for
bumps, which indicated the voter inserted the ballot backwards. If a ballot
contained bumps on the backside, the ballot could be duplicated properly
by election officials so that it could be read by the vote counting
equipment.

In another medium-sized jurisdiction, a vote on a punch card was defined
as any removed chad plus any chad that freely swung by one side. The
person scanning the ballot was to inspect it for improperly punched chads
by running the ballot through his or her fingers. In one very large
Jjurisdiction, the ballot inspection teams were given a pair of tweezers and
told to remove any chads remaining on the punch card. In another very
large jurisdiction election workers were to remove a chad if it was broken
on three sides and connected to the punch card by no more than two sides.

One medium jurisdiction used persons called “scanners” to go over the
ballots before they were counted. Each ballot was inspected for improperly
punched chads by running the ballot cards between the scanners fingers.
Very loose chads would be removed through this process. If the chad did
not come off and freely swings by one side, it could be removed. Problem
ballots, such as those that were unreadable because of incompletely
removed punches or incorrect punches, which can alter the counting
results or create problems with the computer processing, were given to
“makeover scanners.” Ballots that needed to be reviewed and possibly
remade by the make-over scanners were placed in the ballot transfer case,
either on top of the rest of the materials, or sideways in the stack of ballots,
so that they were easily recognizable. For example, a ballot with an
improper punch, such as those made with a pen or pencil, were sent to the
“make-over scanners” to be remade.

In one medium-sized jurisdiction, all ballot cards were inspected, marked

with a precinct, and had the chad removed regardless of whether the ballot
was regular or irregular. Careful attention was directed to finding a loose
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DRE Ballots

“chad” (partially punched) and bent or torn cards. If a “chad” was loose
(attached by two corners or less), it was considered an attempt to vote for
that choice and the “chad” was completely removed to enable the ballot
tabulator to properly count that vote. Ballot cards were inspected for bends
or tears that would prevent the ballot tabulator from counting the votes.
Those that were imperfect were placed with irregular ballots. Each ballot
card was also checked for punch positions that were circled or crossed out
that would have indicated that the voter had changed their vote on the
ballot card. Any ballot card with pen or pencil marks, tape, glue, or grease
was placed with the irregular ballot cards.

Although DRE equipment is designed to minimize voter error, problems
can also occur with this voting method as well. However, the problems, do
not generally involve the interpretation of improperly marked ballots, but
rather with voter error in using the DRE equipment. As with the other
voting methods, the jurisdictions may deal with the problems raised in
different ways. For example, many DREs require the voter to push a cast-
vote button before leaving the booth or the vote is not recorded. However,
some voters forget to push this button and leave the polling place. One
medium-sized jurisdiction required that an election official reach under the
voting booth curtain and push the cast-vote button without looking at the
ballot to cast the vote. However, a large jurisdiction required that the
election official shall invalidate such ballots and reset the machine for a
new voter. After pressing the final cast vote button on DRE equipment,
voters cannot alter their votes. Election officials told us of small children
being held by parents who kicked the final vote button, located at the lower
right of the machine, before the parent had completed their ballot. In such
cases, the voter may not be permitted to complete the ballot using some
alternative method.

Certification of the
Final Vote Count

e When the Results Are to be Certified and by Whom Varied Among the
States

¢ Rather Than a Single Event, the Certification Process Can Occur in
Steps

The media may report election results on election night and declare
winners, but those returns are not official. In most states, the election
returns posted on election nights are unofficial results. The results of an
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election are not final until the results have been certified. Different states
have different methods of certifying the final results.

Who Certifies the Vote

In an Election Administration Survey performed by the National
Association of State Election Directors in December 2000, respondents
from different states replied that different individuals or boards are to
certify the election returns. The responses on who is to certify the vote
included, depending on the state, the Secretary of State, the Director of
Elections, the Governor, the State Board of Canvassers, the State Board of
Elections, or the State Board of Certifiers. The response from
Pennsylvania cited the Secretary of the Commonwealth as the person who
is to certify the election returns. In Tennessee, the response was that the
Secretary of State, the Governor, and the Attorney General all are to certify
the election returns.

Calendar Days Allowed for
State Certification

When the election must be certified also varied among the states, with
some states having no state deadline for vote certification. Some
respondents replied that the time that the state has to certify the returns
was expressed as a number of days after the election. For example, Texas
and Washington have 30 days to certify; lowa has 27; New Mexico has 21;
Hawaii, Michigan, and Illinois have 20; North Dakota has 17; Alabama and
Idaho have 15; and Colorado has 14. Some states have extensions and
caveats. For example, Louisiana requires certification in 12 days unless the
last day falls on a holiday or weekend. Other respondents replied that the
time to certify was expressed as a time period, including

¢ the third Monday following the election for Arizona,

the first day of the next month for Kansas,

the fourth Monday after the election for Nebraska,

5 p.m. on the Friday following the election for Oklahoma,
the fourth Monday in November for Utah,

no later than December 1 for Wisconsin, and

¢ the second Wednesday following the election for Wyoming.

The response from Alaska was that there was no actual statutory deadline
to certify the election results. Maryland also reported having no specific
time in which to certify the election returns, but the statewide canvassers
convene within 35 days after the election. Rhode Island reported that the
requirement on the time to certify the election results was simply sufficient
time for the candidates to be sworn in.
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Certification Process

During our site visits, we also found differences in the how local election
Jurisdictions certified their results. Rather than a single event, the
certification process can occur in steps, as shown in the following
examples.

At one very large jurisdiction, the Board of Elections completed the
certification process. After all the votes had been counted and recorded,
the Board of Elections held a public hearing during which the votes for
each office were announced. A five-day appeal period followed. The Board
of Elections signed the official count of the votes, certified the results, and
sent the results to the state election director. According to local election
officials, the certification was to occur within 20 days of the date of the
election by state law. The officials said that it is difficult to meet that
deadline, given all the hand counting and recounting required.

In one large jurisdiction we visited, each of 10 counting centers had a
modem to electronically transmit the voting results to Election
Headquarters in the Department of Elections building. Optical scan
equipment counted the absentee ballots at the Central Counting Board in a
convention center. The Central Counting Board transmitted the absentee
voting results to elections headquarters using a dedicated phone line. The
Board of Canvass certified the final count and submitted it to the county,
which in turn submitted it to the Board of State Canvassers, which had 20
days to certify the results.

In another large jurisdiction, the County Election Board met on election
night to certify the election to the state for state and federal candidates.
One person was assigned to r